
Building Kids Up: How to Enhance Self-esteem

One of a parent's most important tasks is to help develop a child's self-esteem. Kids with a positive self-image are likely to do better in school, with their peers and later in life. When adolescence comes around, teens with high self-esteem are more likely to make good choices, accept challenges and avoid self-destructive behavior.

However, building self-esteem doesn't mean blind acceptance of your child's behavior. And kids are likely to pick up on phony praise. So you'll need to chart a course between offering positive reinforcement and correcting inappropriate behavior.

Here are some self-esteem building techniques:

Let them judge. A key component of self-esteem is belief in one's own judgment. Did your teen decide to skip a party where she was sure kids would be drinking? When your teen or child makes a good decision, let her know you're proud of the choice she made and confident she will continue to make such choices in the future.

Accept the good, bad and the ugly. Your child sees himself in your eyes, so it's important to accept your child as he is. If you can accept not only his good qualities and abilities, but also his less positive ones, he'll be better able to accept himself as he is. Don't try to fit your child into a mold.

Hear them out. When your child expresses dissatisfaction with a grade or a disappointing sports event, don't jump in with praise for the effort that was made. Let your child express feelings of dissatisfaction. Then it's time to help your child plan for better performance the next time.

Don't be a fixer. Sometimes your child just wants to talk about a situation and come to his own conclusions without your quick suggestions for a solution. Listen "actively," with questions that solicit more than a "yes" or "no" response. This helps your child develop confidence in his ability to analyze and problem-solve issues himself.

Watch your tongue. Your child finally cleaned up that pile of clothes that was sitting there for two weeks. Don't use the opportunity to drive veiled criticism home. Instead of saying "Good, you finally cleaned up your mess," try: "I'm glad to see your clothes put away. It's a good idea to arrange them on your hooks like that."

Don't be bogus. Sometimes an attempt to recognize a child's unique talents and qualities can result in contrived praise. Your child is likely to pick up on phony compliments. Stick to her actual strong points.

Ask for advice. Let your kids know you value their opinions. What restaurant would they like to go to Friday night, and why? What did they think of the video or movie you saw -- and what would they prefer next time? Include them in family decision-making, and be positive about their input. If the idea isn't great, you can at least praise their creativity.
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