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Developing Self-Esteem in Young Children
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How children feel about themselves, and their self-worth, is one of our greatest responsibilities and one of 
our biggest challenges. This type self-concept develops very early in life. From the very beginning, a baby 
learns from how people respond to them and how people see them. By 18 months of age, a child has a 
clear notion that they have a separate and specific identity. As caregivers, we can assist our children in 
feeling good about themselves by recognizing the unique qualities that each child possesses. Children 
who have self-confidence have a feeling of internal worth that enables them to welcome challenges and 
work cooperatively with others. When children don't develop self-confidence, they tend to focus on failure 
instead of success, problems instead of challenges, and difficulties instead of possibilities. There is no single 
way to enhance self-esteem, but one way is to show children "unconditional positive regard." Let your child 
know that you care about them. This isn't always easy, especially when we're correcting a child, setting limits 
or when a child is misbehaving, but our challenge is to learn how to accept the child as a person, even 
when we do not accept their behavior.

Honest Recognition and Praise
Honest recognition and praise are two ways we can foster positive self-esteem. Honest recognition and sincere 
praise comes from the heart and draws attention to something specific that the child has done. Sometimes we 
focus so much on giving children general, non-specific praise such as ‘good job’, that it comes to have little 
meaning for them. Better to be more specific with remarks like "You worked hard to get all those beads on that 
string". Self-worth is such a private, internal feeling, our comments have the most impact when they deal with 
who a child is and how he/she sees themselves from the inside. 
Respect
Respect is another key component in reinforcing a child's self-worth. There are several ways we can show 
respect for children. One way is to offer them choices, when appropriate, and then be sure to respect and 
abide by their decision. Another way to show respect towards children is to explain the reasons behind rules or 
adult decisions. A third way to show respect is to avoid talking about children in front of them unless they are 
included in the conversation.
Competence
Probably the most effective thing we can do to help children feel a sense of self-worth, is to help them achieve 
competence or an internal sense of mastery or control. Here are some ways to help children gain competence:
• Encourage children to be as independent as possible. 
• Provide many ways for children to experience success so they have more opportunities for achieving 
   competence and feeling good about themselves.
• Provide opportunities that are challenging but not too difficult or frustrating. 
• Emphasize the value of providing a diverse range of activities and skills for both girls and boys. 
• Offer many creative activities where children can explore the process of creation as well as the expression of 
   their ideas and feelings.
• Offer children as many opportunities as possible for interacting and playing with other children.

Children with Disabilities
These suggestions for helping enhance children's self-esteem are especially important when working with 
children with disabilities. The rules for building self-esteem in children with disabilities are not very different. 
The key is to provide as many opportunities as possible for success and to comment favorably on their success. 
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