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 We’re gonna finish up the preschool years, the early childhood years, today.  

Today we’re gonna focus our attention on a developmental issue that really is not 

necessarily characteristic of just preschool years but of the life cycle itself and that’s 

self-concept.  Chose to kind of interject it here simply because it is at this stage when 

we begin to seek some characteristics of the child that we’re able to observe to give us 

some indications about whether a child might have a positive, healthy self-concept or 

maybe an area that they’re struggling with.  Again, it coincides very closely with 

Erikson’s psychosocial stages in terms of from the very first stage as a child begins to 

acquire a sense of competency, a belief in themselves is all serving as the foundation 

for self-concept.  But we want to focus very specifically today on just simply defining 

what self-concept is, looking at some characteristics of children that have a positive or 

healthy self-concept, and then look at very generally some things that adults in the life 

of the child can do to nurture a healthy self-image.  And again, these issues carry right 

on through all the other stages as well. 

 So anyway, self-concept.  It’s a broad concept.  It’s different from self-esteem 

even though self-esteem is part of the self-concept.  In simple terms, self-concept is 

how an individual views him or herself.  So it’s simply all the ways a person might define 

how they see themselves.  It includes very, you know, definable physical characteristics 

and would include personality characteristics.  It includes your values, your goals in life, 

all those are a part of how you see yourself as male or female.  All that is a part of your 

broad, general self-concept. 

 Now, what I think is the most important part of the definition — a couple of you, I 
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know, have seen this before but many of you have not.  It’s not what you say to others 

but what you say about yourself to yourself.  And I think this is really significant in terms 

of what we’re wanting to do again with young children and then continuing to nurture 

that throughout life.  Anybody have some thoughts?  Again, I know a couple of you have 

actually heard this in some other classes, but what that means.  What’s it mean that it’s 

not what you say to others but what you say about yourself to yourself, is actually 

reflects what your true self-concept is.  Any thoughts what that might mean? 

 It may not be as much of an issue with younger children, but particularly as we 

get older I’m capable of projecting outwardly to you a particular image, you know.  But 

that image may actually be what?  And I think you all know someone that that may be 

true of.  I could project out an image that I may believe that you want me to be or how 

you want me to behave.  I may project a false image of how I really see myself based 

on how I would like to see myself.  But when we really talk about self-concept, what 

we’re really talking about is deep down inside here, what’s my true inner dialogue?  

What do I really say to myself about myself?  And that’s really gonna be probably the 

more accurate reflection of how I really see myself, even more so than what I project. 

 Now, if I have a positive self-concept, you know, then I’m likely probably gonna 

project a fairly accurate image of myself.  But I think those who have more negative self-

images have a tendency often and attempt to overcome that negative self-concept often 

to project a false image, either hope that somehow they’ll become how they would really 

like to see themselves or again how they believe others want them to be or how they 

want to see others.  So again, self-concept really is about that inner dialogue. 
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 Now, self-esteem, very much a part of self-concept, is really how a person feels 

about themselves, the extent to which they value and respect who they are as a person.  

A very important part of self-concept but again a separate concept from the broader 

picture of how I view or see myself.  Now, I think what this says is that when we think 

about again particularly young children and as we’re relating to young children, whether 

that’s as a parent or a childcare provider or a teacher — you know, it’s how do we help 

children.  And we’re gonna look at some of this in a little while.  How do we help children 

develop a positive inner dialogue?  Because really what’s important is not that what I 

believe and what I say isn’t important to the child, but what’s more important is what the 

child says to themselves based on the feedback that I may give them either in words or 

in my actions. 

 And if we really want children to grow up to have healthy self-images, then we 

need to help them develop a healthy self dialogue or inner dialogue.  Otherwise what 

happens is kids may feel good about themselves but they’re only getting certain types of 

continual reinforcement that may not necessarily always be there.  So again, it’s about 

helping children to develop a positive self-image, a positive inner dialogue. 

 Now, what we want to do is to take a look at some characteristics of children with 

a positive self-concept.  And again, to some extent we’ve kind of made some reference 

to this as we’ve looked at, you know, Erikson’s second stage of autonomy versus 

shame and doubt.  We looked at the following stages.  Anyone remember what 

Erikson’s third stage was that we just got through talking about?  Starts with an “i.”  

Initiative versus guilt.  Exactly.  And again, a lot of that is still talking about does the 
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child develop a positive image of themselves.  I mean, both of those are really talking 

about a sense of feeling capable of confident in who I am and what I’m able to do.  So a 

lot of this follows kind of from Erikson’s theory which talks about the development of 

personality as well as the development of self-concept to some extent.  So these are 

just — and these are indicators.  It’s not that every child will possess all of these.  But 

when we begin to see some of these behaviors exhibited again in young children and 

then kind of throughout our lives, we get an indication of a child with a positive self-

image versus a child with a more negative self-image. 

 Now, what I’d like you to do for just a second is just think about — and this will 

kind of give us a framework to image some of these characteristics.  I want kind of this 

side of the room to think about someone that you know of that has a negative self-

image and how would you describe that individual.  And then this side, I want you to 

think about somebody — it doesn’t have to be a child necessarily; could be, you know, 

again a peer or an adult — that you think has a positive image of themselves.  And think 

about words that you would use to describe them. 

 Okay.  Over here, negative self-image.  Can you think of some words that would 

describe someone that you know that tends to have a more negative self-image?  Any 

come to mind? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Okay.  More acting out, exhibiting more uncontrolled and negative kinds of behavior.  

Any other words or phrases come to mind?  Someone that has more of a negative self-

image than positive. 
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 [Inaudible student response] 

Insecure.  Yeah, excellent.  Typically individuals who have negative self-images tend to 

not be real confident in themselves, tend to be more insecure — you know, and it 

impacts upon how they approach situations. 

 Any other images come to mind, kind of on someone you know has kind of more 

of a negative self-image — just general characteristics?  What about on the positive 

side?  What images come to mind? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Outgoing, yeah.  And typically someone with a negative self-image may be outgoing in 

a sense, but it may be more exaggerated and may be more annoying to other people 

than just a generally outgoing, positive personality.  Excellent.  What else? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Okay.  Someone that shows again a sense of capability and skills in being able to again 

master different tasks and those kinds of things.  Anything else come to mind when you 

think about someone with a positive self-image? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Excellent.  Again, typically people with positive self-images take responsibility.  And I 

like what you said because I think it’s two-fold.  They tend to take responsibility in terms 

of making choices and decisions in their lives.  But also, when they’ve made bad 

choices and decisions, then likewise they take responsibility at that point.  A person with 

a positive self-image tends to realize that “I’ve got positive qualities and I’ve got 

strengths, but then there’s some other places where I’m not as strong.  And that both of 
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those are a part of who I am and that that’s okay.  I’ll just keep working on the places 

where I’m not as strong, trying to make them stronger, but I also realize I’ve got good 

qualities.” 

 What’s a person with a negative self-image tend to focus on in terms of strengths 

and weaknesses?  They tend to focus much more on what they can’t do or the 

weaknesses than what they’re capable of doing.  And in many cases they probably are 

capable.  They just have trouble seeing those and they tend to exaggerate more the 

weaknesses.  Or to try to convince themselves or others that they have strengths that 

maybe at this point they really don’t possess, you know, kind of things.  So again, 

positive and negative kinds of characteristics. 

 So these are some that tend to be characteristic of children.  And these first two 

really go together.  Children with positive self-concepts have a positive approach to 

meeting tasks and they exhibit confidence in themselves.  And those two really kind of 

go together.  Kids who kind of feel good about themselves, they believe internally.  Their 

inner kind of dialogue and their inner belief is that “I can do it.”  And if they don’t know 

how to do it, what do they believe?  And you’ll see this exhibited in the effort that they 

put forth. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

They can figure it out.  Exactly.  They really do believe that they can figure it out, you 

know.  “It may take awhile but I’ll figure it out.  I’ll master this.  I’ve got confidence in 

myself and my abilities to figure things out.”  And so again, they’re much more positive, 

more willing to try new things.   
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 Children who have real negative self-images tend to be much more hesitant, 

much more resistant, because of why?  And again, it’s a reflection of their self-image.  

But what’s their fear?  Their fear is that they’ll fail, that they won’t be able to do it.  And 

then what will that do to their self-image which is already negative?  It just reinforces 

that negative feeling.  And so the way to protect myself is to not try.  If I don’t try, then 

how can I fail?  And so then my self-image is not threatened, or at least that’s kind of 

the internal battle that’s going on.  So they have a positive approach to meeting tasks.  

They exhibit confidence in themselves.   

 This is an important characteristic, I think, in the sense that kids who tend to feel 

pretty good about themselves are more tolerant of themselves as well as others.  And 

another way of saying tolerant is that they tend to be more accepting.  And particularly 

those that may be different from them — you know, who look different, who act different, 

who have different opinions.  Now, why would someone with a — and again, it’s hard to 

think of it from the image of a child.  This is also characteristic of adults as well.  If I feel 

good about who I am, if I have a positive self-image, why am I gonna be more tolerant?  

Or the reverse.  If I have a negative self-image, why do I tend to be less tolerant of 

others?  Any thoughts?  If I have a negative self-image, why would I be less tolerant, 

particularly of someone who’s different?  Any thoughts? 

 I think some of what happens is that when someone’s different than us, then we 

tend to believe what about ourselves?  We tend to only have really two choices.  I think 

when people are different from us, then we tend to believe that if that’s who they are, if 

that’s what they think, then if they’re right then I must be — I must be wrong, you know.  
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And so my only choice is that I change or I attempt to change others, you know, in order 

to somehow still feel good about myself. 

 People who have more positive self-images tend to — and particularly as 

children get older.  It’s difficult for preschoolers even at this point at some level, but 

particularly as children get older and they begin to realize that people have different 

opinions, different ways of looking at the world.  All of a sudden they realize that 

someone may see it differently but that doesn’t necessarily mean that I’m wrong or 

there’s something bad about me, only that we’re different.  And I don’t feel the need 

necessarily to have to change someone or to change myself.  And so I just tend to be 

more accepting, more tolerant of others, and particularly others that may be different in 

some way.  I’m not bothered by those differences or threatened as much by those 

differences than when I have a negative self-image.  And so that’s why you tend to find 

individuals who have negative self-images tend to be real prone to attack others and 

attempt somehow out of their insecurity or their fears — attempt to make themselves 

feel better, but that often isn’t the result. 

 Children with positive self-images tend to be more self-reliant.  And again, this 

comes back — goes back really related to what we’ve said already.  Again, they’re 

confident in who they are.  They believe that they’re capable, particularly of meeting 

many of their own needs.  They’re motivated to want to do that.  Children naturally have 

a desire to want to do that, but that’s where my self-concept begins to play into that.  I 

may have a natural desire to want to do things on my own.  But if I don’t believe that I’m 

capable or that I’m gonna do it right or that I’m gonna be ridiculed in some way for 
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having tried it or done it, you know, or criticized for how I’ve done it, then that’s gonna 

reflect on my self-image and then that’s gonna be reflected in my willingness again to 

attempt or to take responsibility for things in my life that I’m capable of taking 

responsibility for.  Again, which is why it’s important to nourish those positive aspects — 

you know, intuitiveness or initiative, autonomy — you know, which is again core of self-

concept.  So again, they tend to be more self-reliant. 

 Again, this is probably nothing more than a reflection of what we’ve already said, 

but they’re more willing to take risks and try new things.  And again, it has to do with 

how they approach those situations.  They’re not near as afraid of failing.  They realize 

that the only way that you kind of learn and accomplish things is by trying it, sometimes 

falling short of that.  But if I feel good about myself, one or two setbacks isn’t going to 

hurt my self-image overall.  But I already have a negative self-image.  One more failure 

will only reinforce that a whole lot more.  And so again, the way to avoid that is again 

not to attempt new things, not to take risks.  Because one of the things we find with self-

concept is that it tends to move in cycles or patterns, you know, in the sense that kids 

who feel good about themselves, who feel confident, then approach those situations 

with that confidence.  And the result a lot of times is that they accomplish it, which then 

reinforces that negative self-image. 

 Well, likewise what happens if I have a negative self-image.  You know, even if I 

do attempt it, I often don’t do that with a lot of confidence in myself.  And part of me, the 

expectation or the belief is that I’m really not gonna be able to do it.  I’m really not gonna 

master it.  And so what happens is I exhibit behaviors that actually becomes a self-
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fulfilling prophecy.  I exhibit the kind of lack of confidence, the insecurity, the hesitancy, 

and the first time it doesn’t happen the way that I want it to, and particularly if I’m a 

really young child which is most likely the case, then I give up and then I quit. 

 And I tell myself what?  What’s the inner dialogue?  I’m not a good person.  I 

knew I couldn’t do it.  I don’t know why I even tried.  I knew going in I wasn’t gonna be 

able to figure this out, you know.  And it may have simply been that if they had a little 

more perseverence, stay with it — you know, someone to encourage them in that, then 

they may have mastered it.  And then they quit which reinforces that next self-image.  

And so the next time a new situation comes up, even more hesitant, more reluctant to 

try it.  And they get caught in that negative kind of cycle.  Hard to feel good about 

accomplishments if I’m not trying anything new to accomplish, you know.  So again, 

tends to move either in a positive cycle or a negative cycle.  The cycles can be broken 

but it does tend to get reinforced. 

 And it goes back to probably what Erikson was saying.  What tends to happen for 

a lot of children — if I get caught in those negative outcomes here, if I come out of that 

second stage with shame and doubt, then I’m more reluctant to try new things, you 

know.  And so as I approach that next stage of initiative versus guilt, then I’m already 

hesitant, I’m already insecure.  You know, I’m lacking in that confidence and so then I 

don’t try new things.  And then I feel guilty that I don’t try new things and it again keeps 

me in that negative kind of cycle. 

 Children — and again, this is probably one of the easier indicators, I think, to look 

for and to watch for in your own children, and this is true in life in general.  Kids that 
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have positive self-images generally speaking are happy kids.  Now, they have bad 

moments just like the rest of us and they have their mood swings.  They get frustrated, 

they get angry easier.  But if you watch ‘em over the course of a day, these are kids that 

you tend to find tend to be optimistic, tend to be happy, tend to be outgoing.  They tend 

to look at life positively.  They tend to look at others more positively.  And then you see 

other kids, you know, that tend to be more negative and more unhappy and exhibit more 

negative emotions than positive emotions over the course of the day.  We all get the 

fluctuation.  It’s a matter of what do we tend to exhibit most of the time.  And you can 

see this in kids.  And then when those kids who tend to be happy most of the time and 

you see negative behavior, it tends to be an indication that something is going on — you 

know, something to respond to.  So again, kids with positive self-images tend to be 

happy and optimistic. 

 They exhibit greater self-control.  And again, a lot of that simply comes again 

back from their confidence in who they are.  They feel secure about who they are.  Kids 

who have negative self-images tend to internally feel more out of control.  Not sure that 

they can handle different situations and, like I said, tend to create self-fulfilling 

prophecies, you know, to where again they act in a certain way that tends to not be 

overly positive.  And then others in their world who respond to them — again, the 

response tends to reinforce that negative self-image, which then they feel guilty about 

their behavior.  And again, the response, be that punishment or whatever it is they’ve 

gotten, and again just reinforces that negative self-image. So again, kids with positive 

self-esteems and positive self-concepts tend to exhibit much greater self-control. 



CFD 155 Lecture 15 12 

 

 And finally — and again, another good indication is that kids with positive self-

images — and again, a lot of it stems from the other things that we’ve already 

mentioned — have an easier time making friends.  And this would be why, just in 

general?  Other kids are drawn to them because they’re the kinds of kids you want to be 

around.  You know, they’re confident.  They’re willing to try tasks.  They exhibit some 

leadership ability.  They take the initiative in situations.  They tend to be happy, more 

accepting of others.  And one of the really clear indications is these are often children 

who will accept and reach out to other kids that other kids don’t like as well and who 

aren’t able to accept as easily.  And these are almost kids who really don’t seem to 

have an enemy in the world.  They actually really do enjoy and like most other kids. 

 But probably the biggest indicator is what you said: other kids are just drawn to 

them.  They walk in the room and other kids just kind of fluctuate towards them.  And 

again — and you think about it — who would you rather spend time around: someone 

who has a positive self-image or someone who’s really negative?  And people who have 

negative self-images tend to be just real negative in general and they drain energy from 

you.  And it’s the same way with children.  Children like to be around other kids who are 

happy, outgoing, optimistic, confident.  In some cases that will help draw some of that 

out of other kids who may be somewhat insecure themselves, particularly if they can 

become somewhat motivators for some of those kids maybe to try or do some things 

that they might not have done, you know, on their own.  So again, self-concept is 

critical.  And one of the things that we know is that self-concept — and again, even with 

young children — impacts just about everything in their lives.  It impacts not only how 
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they approach situations but it impacts how they relate to others, and most important it 

impacts how they see and feel about themselves. 

 So the last thing we want to do with self-concept is just simply to look at some 

things that we can do to enhance a child’s — and this is put in the context of self-

esteem, but what we’re wanting children to do is to feel good about themselves and 

then that in turn is gonna impact a more positive, healthy self-image.  Now, a lot of 

these will seem on the surface to be overly common sense kinds of things, but I think 

we would be amazed at how often children don’t have these necessary experiences in 

life. 

 Number one, and I think probably one of the most important ones.  If we want 

children to have a positive dialogue, to feel good about who they are, then we need to 

accept and treat the child as a person.  Now, any thoughts about what that means?  

That may seem really strange.  What do you mean?  We don’t treat a child as a person?  

Yeah? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Exactly.  To value a child as a person is to value their thoughts and their ideas and their 

opinions.  And they have them.  Even as a preschooler they have ‘em and they have 

feelings.  They have feelings, thoughts, and ideas that may be very, very different as the 

adult.  A lot of times adults, I think, tend to deny, not acknowledge, not affirm those 

because they — not maybe consciously, but what do they believe about the young 

child’s thoughts, feelings, opinions and ideas? 

 [Inaudible student response] 
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Yeah, that they’re too young to have ‘em.  Or the ones that they have really aren’t 

important.  And so not intentionally, I don’t think, but a lot of times what we fail to 

recognize is we don’t intentionally up-front acknowledge, affirm, and accept those 

thoughts, feelings, opinions and ideas.  And when we do, it causes again children — 

you know, when a child shares an idea with us and we respond, “Well, that’s a really 

interesting idea,” you know, then all of a sudden it makes them feel valued.  Like, 

“Gosh.  What I said, what I shared — you know, somebody else thought that was 

important.”  

 And so they then internalize that to believe that not only my idea was important 

but that I’m important, you know.  It’s just something as simple as acknowledging, 

affirming, reaffirming, reinforcing.  I mean, something just as simple as adults who will 

really listen to children.  When a child speaks is to get down on their level and just really 

listen intently to what they’re saying.  Even if what they’re saying isn’t all that important 

to you or seems that important to the big picture of life, it is to that young child and it’s 

what helps young children feel good about who they are.  So again, accepting, treating 

the child as a person.  And I don’t know how many times, you know, a child will say 

something about their feeling or express a need or a want they have, and the adult 

says, “You don’t feel that way.  You don’t need that,” you know.  And all of a sudden it’s 

denying, it’s shooting that child down, and they will internalize that, you know, often 

negatively. 

 Another thing we can do to help enhance a child’s self-esteem is to identify any 

causes of low self-esteem.  Can anybody think of an example of what might be a source 
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or a cause for low self-esteem on the part of a child?  The interactions they have with 

others.  And even at the preschool -- it probably becomes more characteristic, you 

know, during the school age years, but even preschoolers again who feel like, you 

know, who they hang out with and whether they have anyone to hang out with, or 

whether they’re always playing by themselves.  Some of it may not necessarily be that 

they want to play by themselves.  It may be that they’re just having difficulty.  They may 

be really shy, really withdrawn, and may not know how to engage to interact or start up 

a friendship.  You know, I’ve seen kids — again, preschool kids want to play with 

someone and simply not know what?  A simple social skill.  How to ask.  Something as 

simple as, “Would you come play blocks with me?”  And so what does the child do?  

They continue to play whatever it is alone when they really would like to be engaged or 

interacting with another child.  And sometimes it’s a matter of helping that child learn the 

social skills to be able to initiate that social interaction.  And a lot of times once they 

develop that skill and that ability and confidence to do that, and it’s amazing to have 

other kids to play with what that’ll do to boosting their self-image.  Excellent. 

 A couple of other examples of something that could be a source of low self-

esteem.  You know, one for some children — hopefully it’s not very many — is just 

some children simply just don’t feel loved, don’t feel cared about.  They don’t receive, 

you know, expressions of affection from the others in their lives.  Hopefully that’s a very 

small minority, you know.  But if everything I hear in my life is criticism or ridicule or 

negative, and all of the statements I hear from others in my life tend to be more negative 

about who I am, then I begin to wonder if I’m lovable — you know, if anybody really 



CFD 155 Lecture 15 16 

 

cares about me versus those children who hopefully receive, you know, hugs and 

kisses and words of affection and told how wonderful they are and the things that 

they’re doing that are good.  Specific things that they’re doing, you know.  Those are 

gonna be the difference between feeling good about myself or questioning whether 

there’s anything to feel good about myself. 

 Another one can be something just as simple as a child who’s struggling to 

master a new task, you know, and how can we encourage, how can we help teach, how 

can we help guide that child mastering that task.  I remember one particular child.  We 

were outside.  And a lot of times outside we would set up kind of a — oh, an obstacle 

course.  And one of the obstacle courses was just a plank that went across two 

extended ends where you could climb up on either end and then you could walk across.  

And it kind of would resemble a bridge but there weren’t rails that stood up real high.  

There was kind of a low — not even really a low rail, but you had to walk across that 

plank.  And I’ll never forget this one particular child who was just so frightened.  You 

know, he’d see other kids scurry up those steps and go across.  And again, there were 

kind of some middle range rails.  So, I mean, there was something to kind of hold on, 

but it wasn’t real high.  So, I mean, there was an element of uncertainty as you 

maneuvered that bridge.  And again, it was often two planks, not one solid plank, and so 

you had to walk across that. 

 And this child would watch that, you know, over and over again every day as 

other kids would — you know, there were some kids — there was nothing to that and 

they’d go up that and go across and down, just keep going, and he would stand and 
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watch and watch.  And so one of the things that we were doing, you know, as we 

worked with children was to observe areas of need, you know.  And so one of the things 

that seemed obvious was maybe we could figure out a way to help this child overcome 

— I don’t want to use the term “fear,” but surely hesitancy about crossing that bridge.  

 And so I began to kind of work with him and some others kind of began to work 

with him, and eventually got him to the point where he would climb up the steps and 

then stand on the end.  And I’ll never forget, you know, that day when he finally, very 

slowly, very hesitantly, walked across that plank and got to the other end.  He turned 

around and looked back to where he came and said, “I did it.  I did it.  And I did it on my 

own.”  And he did.  He walked across there on his own, you know.  And you could just 

feel the kid just start all of a sudden to really at that moment feel good about who he 

was because of what he had accomplished. 

 Now, major overcoming obstacle?  For him at that moment, you know, it was.  

And one of the ways that you can watch kids really start — their self-esteem, their self-

concept really begin to boost is watch them, particularly at this age, the preschool age, 

master a new task.  Something that they’ve been trying to do that they haven’t been 

able to figure out how to do, and to master that.  So again, one of the things that we can 

do is identify anything that may be causing low self-esteem and then intervene in that 

and try to change that. 

 Again, simply providing emotional support.  Positive words of affirmation.  I like to 

use the word “encouragement” because encouragement has a different feel to it than 

just simply praising a child in terms of over — all the time telling them that they were 
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good or that what they did was good, but encouragement tends to really focus on 

specific aspects of something that a child has done.  And then that helps them 

internalize their sense of feeling good about themselves. 

 The other — not necessarily bad, but not always as useful, you know.  And so a 

child picks up something or picks up their toys, you know, and you make a comment.  

You could say, “You’re a good girl or a good boy for having done that,” you know, but 

it’s another thing to really point out, you know, that “When you picked up those toys, you 

really helped me out a lot.”  And then they can internalize positively a different kind of 

message, you know.  And again, it’s not that they don’t like hearing that affirmation, but 

it’s more meaningful when we’re able to describe what it is the children are doing that’s 

positive.  Then they can then internalize themselves that message. 

 And likewise, encouragement tends to focus on effort.  You know, you can 

always talk about -- even if someone has fallen short of the task, you know, and in 

maybe some cases outright failed, you know, we can always reaffirm the fact that they 

worked really hard at it.  And then sometimes kids can still feel good about and need to 

feel good about the fact that they worked hard at it, they put a lot of effort into it, even 

though they may not have accomplished the desired goal that they had.  So again, we 

need to provide emotional support of encouragement, praise, affection — you know, 

words that reaffirm how special and unique they are as an individual. 

 What we need to do is instill opportunity for the child to be successful.  Again, as 

we talked about already with preschoolers — and this continues to be the case — as 

children get older they want to do more and more on their own.  What we want to do is 
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again increase the likelihood that they’re gonna be successful in their attempts.  We 

don’t want to set kids up to intentionally fail at something.  At the same time, kids can 

learn a lot from attempting something and not succeeding.  But what we want to do is 

instill opportunity for them to clearly experience much more successes in life than they 

do failures.  And some of it’s just a matter of how we structure their environment and 

how we structure their experiences. 

 Again, this seems overly elementary.  But if you’re teaching, say, a young child to 

hit a ball — it’s one of the things that kids love to do — what would be a way to instill an 

opportunity for success or what would be a guaranteed way to almost assure failure — 

again, with a preschooler, 3-, 4-, or 5-year-old? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Something as simple as a big ball and bat, you know.  Give them an opportunity where 

there’s a good chance where if they swing and get anywhere close, they’re gonna make 

contact with that ball.  And then as they get older and they build more confidence, you 

can then begin to reduce the size of the ball as well as the size of the bat.  But again, if 

you ever go into “Toys R Us” and you see some of those really thin wiffle ball bats, you 

know, with the regular sized wiffle ball?  It’s gonna be very difficult for most 

preschoolers to hit that.  And there’s nothing worse than to stand up there and swing 30 

times and not get anywhere close to it, you know.  And then all of a sudden you begin to 

instill the opposite of what you’re trying to accomplish.  So again, look for opportunities 

for the child to be successful. 

 And then the other thing we need to do begins early in life as we teach different 
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social skills and different coping abilities that help the child develop coping abilities.  

Can anybody think of just an example of what that might mean?  What kind of an ability 

are we wanting to help them master?  And again, part of it’s an ongoing kind of process.  

But what is it that young children tend to have some difficulty with?  Just in general.  

Change?  Exactly.  So are there some ways that we can help them begin to develop an 

ability to adjust to change?  Because we know that’s a reality of life.  We can work really 

hard to make the world consistent and predictable, but the reality is we can’t — that’s 

not always gonna be their experience in life, you know. 

 And so how do we find ways to help them learn to deal with change?  And along 

the same lines, just to deal with frustration, you know.  There are gonna be times when 

they attempt something new and they’re gonna experience frustration.  How can we 

help them learn how to acknowledge those emotions, you know, and how to direct those 

emotions in a way that would be positive?  And again, it’s a process.  It doesn’t happen 

overnight, but it becomes a coping ability.  Over time we help children learn how to 

solve problems and how to make decisions.  You know, those are coping kinds of 

abilities.  And so one of the ways for kids to feel good about things is to acquire those 

abilities that help them master life in a more successful kind of way. 

 So again, accept to treat the child as a person, identify any causes of low self-

esteem, provide emotional support, instill opportunities for the child to be successful, 

and then help the child develop coping abilities.  If we’ll do that, not just at this stage of 

life but throughout the child’s life, then we’re gonna develop a child who’s gonna feel 

good about who they are, feel a sense of competence and capability, and it’s gonna 



CFD 155 Lecture 15 21 

 

impact again how they approach life. 

 All right.  What we want to do is to shift gears.  We’ve talked about self-concept.  

That developmental issue will surface at each stage from here on out, even into 

adulthood though we don’t talk about it probably as directly or as specifically as we will 

in middle childhood as well as adolescence.  What we want to now do is shift stages.  

We’ve been talking about early childhood and preschool years.  Now what we want to 

begin to do is to now move to what we often refer to as middle childhood. 

 Now, I find it easiest to think about middle childhood as the elementary school 

years.  Now, that even becomes difficult anymore because the school systems keep 

kind of shifting and changing.  You know, we go to middle schools and then not every 

school district defines middle school in the same kind of way.  When my son moved into 

the sixth grade, the sixth grade was in the junior high building but they were totally 

separated from the junior high kids.  So what were they?  Were they still elementary 

school kids?  Was that considered middle school?  You know, who knows?  It wasn’t 

junior high but it was a transition year, you know, for junior high.  And we’re seeing more 

— and he was in a school district where they change schools every two years.  Different 

buildings, I mean.  You know, they had kindergarten and first in one grade, second and 

third in another, fourth and fifth in another.  And then, like I said, when he was in sixth 

grade, moved into the junior high building. 

 But for our purposes, what we’re gonna think of when we think about middle 

childhood, basically what we’re thinking of is K through 6 just generally, and realizing in 

some situations sixth grade may be a part of junior high or middle school but again 
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we’re thinking of those primary elementary school years.  It’s a picture, an image.  And 

again, keep in mind it’s difficult because we’re looking at a six-year span, you know.  

And so we tend to kind of clump it all together.  And clearly kindergartners, you know, in 

terms of every aspect of development are not the same as a sixth grader.  There’s a 

gradual evolution, a progression, and we tend to kind of lump that all into one particular 

stage.  So keep in mind we’re talking a wide age span here. 

 Now that we’ve gotten to middle childhood, we should be at a stage when most 

of you have some mental images or mental pictures of life.  Once we get prior to the 

elementary school years, I have very few images of preschool years in my life and 

nothing prior to that at all.  And I may remember varied glimpses of those preschool 

years.  I don’t have a whole lot of vivid memories of my elementary school years, but I 

clearly have more than I did in the preschool years.  But I often have students that 

remember a lot about the elementary school years. 

 As you think about and you reflect back on — of course for me it’s been a lot 

longer since I was at that stage of life — but most of you probably have some images.  

And when you think about your elementary school years — and again, not a particular 

year but just that stage — what are some things that stand out in your mind?  Not 

necessarily specific stories, but what do you remember about middle school — I mean 

the middle childhood years, elementary school years?  Was it a good time in your life?  

What do you remember about those years, as much as you have visual images?  

Anything stand out? 

 [Inaudible student response] 
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 So you were wanting to get older.  You were ready for school.  I’m assuming you 

had very little school anxiety.  You were ready.  You wanted to go.  And even prior to 

that time you were already wanting to master some of those tasks.  And, like you said, 

some of that may be related to the fact that you had older siblings and again, wanting to 

kind of grow up, be older than a preschooler. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Yeah.  I can’t imagine why anybody would want to ride the bus.  My son’s been on a 

bus but we’ve always lived close enough that he’s always been able to — you know, to 

go to school without riding one. 

 But again, it’s that whole issue of — clearly it’s coming out of childhood and 

moving into a whole new phase of being older, you know.  Still a child but I’m not a little 

child.  Going to school marks kind of that transition and everything about that.  And it’s 

interesting — which is characteristic of most kids.  Really looking forward to school and 

school being a good thing.  And all the new experiences — riding the bus, eating in the 

cafeteria or the classroom, whichever the case may have been in your particular school.  

What else?  Other images of what you remember about the elementary school years 

that just stand out in your mind.  Just in general. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 One of the things that happens — excellent — in terms of friendships, and we’re 

gonna talk more about that later on.  But it’s really when friendships start to take on — 

again, we just got through talking about friendships during the preschool years, but they 

pretty much as we defined were more playmates.  This begins to become more 
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intimate, more interpersonal, you know, and in many cases become friends that get 

formed and continue right on during those years.  And some of your best times, my 

guess, was spent doing things with those friends. 

 So friendships become increasingly important during that stage of life.  And part 

of it is the fact you’re spending more time with them, you know, and a lot more freedom 

to spend time with them than during those preschool years.  Other images that stand 

out in your mind when you think about the preschool years — I mean the elementary 

school years?  Any other images about what that time of life was like for you?  I wonder 

if that means there was just no images at that time or what they were like. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Yeah, particularly early on.  And I don’t know what happens with that somewhere along 

the journey.  Unfortunately it doesn’t tend to be as much fun.  But particularly in the 

early elementary school years, learning again tended to be fun and tended to be 

enjoyable.  

 What I remember as a parent is all the projects and all the activities — you know, 

still to this day.  But again, I think what’s important is most children tend to kind of find 

school — you know, if not enjoyable, at least tolerable.  And particularly during the early 

years because of hands on.  I remember it as a fun time.  I remember playing with 

friends a lot and I remember it being kind of a carefree time.  It was a different time for 

me, though, because when I was in elementary school society was different.  So, I 

mean, even from the time that I was a young elementary school kid, you know, I pretty 

much moved through the neighborhood freely.  For most of my elementary school years 
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I lived right across the street from the school.  So, I mean, I literally walked to the school 

an when school was out I walked home.  And we just ran around the neighborhood, 

playing, you know, when school wasn’t going on.  And so I remember it as being a really 

positive, good time of life, you know, for the most part. 

 Anyway, what we want to look at next — and again, there’s not time really to start 

now — but what we’re gonna do is take a look at some developmental tasks.  We’ll do 

this for each stage from here on out.  And when we begin to look at it next time, 

developmental tasks are simply those things — kind of fits along the line kind of 

Erikson’s theory in the sense that these developmental tasks represent things that an 

individual needs to accomplish during this stage.  And if they do accomplish these 

things, then it’s gonna lay a good foundation for the next set of developmental tasks. 

 And so next time when we get together we’ll take a look at those developmental 

tasks again from middle childhood, and then we will go from there and begin to look at 

some aspects of physical development. 

  


