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The first stage of self-concept development concerns
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Punishment and repression of toddlers' curiosity has deleterious
effects on their emotional development. The second critical variable
in establishing a sense cof self concerns the child's perceptions of
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Preface

Who Am 1? is offered in this simple form to all those whose roles in life bring them into close
association with children, or with parents. There is much we do nnt know about human behavior; as
people who care about children and the kind of world in which they have to live, we may find that
our safest course is to base our efforts on what we do know: that everyone ‘‘does’’ best when he
feels good about himself.

If we can help our children develop sturdy self-concepts with a healthy faith in themselves,
maybe they will manage their own and society’'s future better than we could hope for in any other
way. Maybe Who Am |? can be some help as we try to meet the vast human need for sensitivity and
understanding—and caring.

The material in this booklet was first put together for the North Carolina Human Relations
Commission as an aid to its work with people in the arena of social change. | am indebted to the
commission staff members for their encouragement to make the material more widely available.

As one of them said, ''If we ever work ourselves out of a job it will be because everyone has
reached the goal of a healthy seif-concept.”

Janice Schopler's drawings often say what words cannot, or they say it more clearly. |
found it thoroughly satisiying to work with her, an artist whose talent is sharpened by being the
mother of a toddler and two pre-teens, as well as by teaching in the School of Social Work at the
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.

| also acknowledge a large debt to Anne Dellinger, a research assistant at the Institute of
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WHO AM [?

EVERYOHNE HAS SOME SENSE OF SELF. It is
not just a part ot his psychological equipment; it
is the foundation on which personality is buitt and
the primary determinant of behavior. The image
may be a clear, strong, pleasing picture, or it may
be a rather fuzzy one that, like poor television
~reception, wavers and blurs depending on the in-
terference. Obviously, we would all prefer the
strong, clear, good self-image, and we would wish
the same for others, because then we could expect
their behavior to be both predictable and pleasant.
An interesting fact about human behavior is that
whether the self-concept is good or bad, if the treat-
ment a person receives is consistent with his self-
concept, that concept is fortified. If a person
thinks of himself as pleasant and likable or even
lovable, and individuals important to him or people
in general treat him warmly, then he is even more
sure that he is pleasant and likable. The opposite
is equally true; if he feels that he is not very

likable, and peorle avoid him or treat him harshly,
his negative self-concept is confirmed.
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how many people seem to be involved in this kind
of reaction to him as a person.

Whether an individual fights o retain a good
self-image or to prove a bad one will depend
largely on how deeply imprinted the self-image
that he holds is. The more experience he has had
with life—and this may or may not be simply a
product of chronological age—the more vigorously
he is likely to fight to protect the image with
which he is comfortable. Comfort, of course, is
a relative thing, but in this case psychic comfort
derives from having a well-known set of behaviors
that are used almost automatically in response to
external stimuli and therefore have at least the
comfort of being familiar. Unfortunately, most
people find it much more difficult to modify a self-
concept upward and hold firmly to ‘‘good’’ expec-
tations of self than to {et a seif-image slip destruc-
tively and indulge “‘bad'’ expectations of self.

These statements are obviously value-laden,
implying that one kind of behavior is *‘better’”
than another; and that position requires some
justification. In this discussion the terms
‘‘good’’ and '‘bad’' are meant not as moral judg-
ments but as indexes of how well the person gats
along in the world, how successful he can be in
achieving what he wants for himself, and whether
his behavior proves destructive or constructive
with respect to the rights and feelings of others.

QOrigin of Self-Concept

It is easier to understand how an adult has be-
come what he is when we review the formation of
the self-concept in infancy and childhood. Although
it may seem contradictory to say that a child sees
himself as a phenomenon that precedes self-
awareness, in one sense it is true. The infant who
has known only loving treatment, prompt fulfillment
of his physiological needs, and an emotional

“atmosphere of pervasive warmih is quite a different

little person from the one who has been handied
roughly, with no communication of love, or allowed
to go hungry and cold and wet without apparent
recognition of or concern for his feelings. At an
extremely early age the child’'s behavior will almost
inevitably reflect the kind of treatment he has had.

In a way his behavior reflects a beginning self-concept.

On the strength of this beginning, there is an

early development of behavior. The baby can become

manipulative—in fact, probably will—and the result
can be either pleasing or controlling, or both.

If he learns that crying lustily will produce the
attention he wants, then his method for getting

attention will be to cry. If he learns that cooing and
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Thrilis and Chilis of Toddlerhood

For most people the gurgling, cooing haby
evok 2s feelings of protectiveness and warm desires
to cuddle him—to make him smile, laugh out foud,
and snuggle up to the atientive adult. When the
little onc begins to want his own way, to try to pull
up on the furniture, to taste everything, to climb—in
short, to test his own powers—he becomes a different
kind of charge. The adult who cares for him may
find the temptation to say '‘No, no’' outweighing ali
other impulses. As the toddler gains confidence and
exp'ores more and more daringly, he also grows more
assertive in what he wants to do, and how and when.
He pits his wiil against that of his mother or father
or other caretaker, and unless the adult is very
relaxed and understanding of this stage of develop-
ment, the toddler's defiance can be exasperaiing in
the extreme,

Instead of the delightful littie bundie of com-
pliance the infant was, the toddier suddenly may
seem to have become a little monster bent on
destroying himself and all his mother’'s prize
bric-a-brac. Only when he is asleep is he precious
and defenseless and unthreatening. This is a
difficult time for parents who have great need for
the child ‘‘to behave,’’ always to be a modei of
obedience and storybook charm. The toddler is
testing his strength in many ways and learn-
ing how to make his muscies respond to his will.
He is learning by trial and error. The fact

th~t there may be many errors, many little hurts

ana bruises, many messes to ciean up (some of
them created deliberately just to find out what
happens when a cup is thrown on the floor ormilk is
poured into the sock drawer) can be a severe test
of the parents’ willingness to let the baby grow up.
it tests their tolerance for having the baby become
an individual in his own right, separate from them.
It tests the caregiver’'s capacity to understand and
accept the toddler's need to experiment and learn by
doing and to begin reaching toward independence.

If the parents find this experimentation a threat
to their authority, they are deeply troubled by the
child’s refusal of help, his refusal to do what they
want him to do. If they find the threat more than
they can tolerate, they may become quite restrictive
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(ial iwo- and three-year-old experimenting and
negativism are normal and do not reflect badly on
their performance as parents. When the extended
family was still with us, it was the grandmother’'s
traditional role to give this assurance. Now, when
grandmothers are not so ever-present (nor so all-wise
as tradition would have them), the people in day
care can do much to influence for better or for worce
the feelings of security that young parents need. To
help them relax and enjoy their children is a blessing
that strengthens their self-concept in this vital role.
To be critical and condemnatory is a wrong that can

have devastating effects on both parents and children.

‘“And Now We Are Six”’

For most emotionally healthy children, the ages
of four and five are much less tempestuous than the
toddler years. For one thing, the experiments are
usually more successful and therefore less trying for
the adults around them. For another, the children
are more secure in their seif-hood and no longer need
to establish self-ness by doing exactly the opposite
of what mcmmy and daddy want. This is usually a
more or less tranquil period in which the child enjoys
pleasing the parents and the parents get great
pleasure from having their child show off his accom-

shments.

When this period goes well, a happy patiern of
rust and good behavior is fairly weil established, and

entering the first grade at age six is a great adventure.
Unfortunately, if things have not gone well, the
challenge to the first-grade teacher can be severe and
enormously important. Unguestionably, teachers along
with parents and day-care workers can also have a
great deal to do with the early development of the
child's self-concept. Howaver, unless the teacher is
both sensitive and well trained, her tendency is to
raspond to the child’'s acted-out expectations of her.

If the child has learned to expect understanding and
loving treatment from adults, he is likely to be appeal-
ing, trusting, and lovable with the teacher, who
accordingly responds to him in such a way as to

affirm his positive, though largely unconscious,
self-concept. Unfortunately, a child who has learned
that aduits are apt to be harsh, unpredictable,
preoccupied with their own problems, and therefore
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names that sound strange to
those who do not know the
reasons for the choice.

For a child to have his
name laughed at is to have
himself laughed at, humili-
ated, and he incorporates
his parents in his feeling
of shame and resentment.
He '‘hates’’ the »nerson
who laughs at him, but he
may also ‘‘hate’’ his parents for giving him a name that
other people find ridiculous. A

It is also insensitive to make fun of a
child’s favorite foods if they do not conform to the
ethnic preferences of the day-care workers or
teachers or Sunday School picnic organizers. To say,
even gently, such things as, “‘We don't eat that,"’
is to say that there is something wrong with the
folks that do—a crushing put-down to a child whose
mother has lovingly fixed his favorite food for him to
take to the picnic.

Significance of Separation

Those who are responsible for a child's care in
his first experience of separation from his parents,
even the very brief separation of Sunday School or

part-day day care, shculd be particularly sensitive to @
the psychological presence of the parents with thz2

child. He needs to feel the support of their

psychological presence, and if the caregivers

(including baby-sitters) do anything to depreciate

the mother and/or {ather, the child may lose the

sense of unseen support and the physical separation
becomes frightening. '‘Maybe Mother won't be

there when | get home, or maybe she won't be

the same.”’

Even when children are physically separated
from their parents at a very early age, they are never
completely separated psychologically. This means
that ¢hild-care workers, adoptive parents, and all who
have any responsibility for a child who has to be
separated from his parents must do everything
possible to help him to a positive interpretation of
why the separation occurred, whether it is for an
hour or permanent. Along with this, he needs a
positive image of his porents as people in order to
incorporate that positive image into his self-concept.
The truly competent professional—day-care worker,
teacher, social worker, or any other person with pro-
fessional responsibility for children—knows that no
one can ‘‘ be better’ for a child than his own parents,
because no one else can be a child’'s own parents,
The importance of the parent-child relationship is
primary in his development; others will have their
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the same view as the critic), or against himself.
Resentment is a destructive emotion whichever
direction it takes. Directed against society, it can
easily result in delinquent or generally antisocial
behavior. Directed against his parents, it results
in a breakdown of family ties, a weekening or loss
of parenta! authority, and a profound confusion for
the ciuld, who can blame his parents if he wants to
but does not thereby escape from the consequences
of their unacceptability—his view of himself.
Directed against himself, resentment means that he
feels some big and incomprehensible guilt from which
he has no way of absolving himself. A great deal of
such self-destructive behavior as drug abuse has its
origin in this kind of confused mixture of resentment
and guilt.

The fact that most, if not all, of this conflict is
deeply buried in the child’s subconscious or uncon-
scious makes it no less real or less destructive. It
is therefore of paramount importance that, particularly
with small children, great care be taken to avoid
thoughtless remarks—either to the child or in the
child’'s hearing—that depreciate the parents. For
example, a child-care worker may say to a child, .
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evaluation of his family, including himself; the third
stage is the child’s accumulation of experiences
with success and failure. At any age, success in
human relationshirs is just as important as exper-
ience with other kinds of achievement. For exampleg,
while it may be very ego-supportive for the child to
make an all-A record in schoo!, if he feels that the
A’s are more important to his parents than he is,

the net result can be a dislorted sense of the value
of achievement and an aciual depreciation of him-
self as a person. On the other hand. if the parents’
pride in his A’s stams from pride in the child and
satisfaction in his ¢ complishment for his sake more

than their own, he does not feel that he risks losing
their love when he is less than perfect. This latter
atiitude puts achievement in a healthy perspective
and strengthens the kind of relationship between
child and parent in which the child knows that he is
valued for his own sake and can always count on
his parents’ support no matter how things turn out.
With this strong sense of support, the child can then
risk failure.

Any new venture entails a certain risk. It is
orobably safe to generalize that for most people the
expectation of success or failure governs the level
of motivation and that expectation will be largely
based on the individual's past experience. Very few
are willing to launch into an activity in which they
are reasonably sure of failure. On the other hand,
if the outcome is really unknown, the knowledge that
support can be counted on from people who are
important even if faijure does occur gives the child
or adult courage to try the unknown. Therefore, two
components go into motivation in this dimension.
One is the expectation of support regardliess of the
outcome. The other results from previous experience.
If the person has known more success than faifure,
his motivation to try the unknown wiil be higher::

By the same token, if he has known more failure than
success, he may find that his reluctance to try again
leads others to tabel him “‘unmotivated,’” *‘lazy,"
“*shiftless,” or ‘‘no-count.”” Behind these labels,
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closer in time to the initial cause. When that same
child grows up, the causes of his behavior, even
though they have exactly the same roots, may not be
so easily discernible. For one thing, adults tend to
be more unpredictable. There will have been many
intervening experiences between the initial cause
and the present state, some of which will, on
balance, have been good and others bad. We may say
that someone is mature in his management of affairs
and at other times is childish in his responses. By
childish we ordinarily mean that the response, what-
ever the provocation, seems to be typical of a child,
who is not expected to have mature judgment, or,

for that matter, mature self-control. Nonetheless,
the roots of self-discipline, sensitivity, and fair-
ness (hallmarks of maturity) are in the person’s
self-concept, which began its development in very
early childhood.

For all reasonably normal people, there is a
normal range of fluctuation. Everyone has good
days and bad days, some with wider swings
between extremes than others, some with more good
days than bad or vice versa. Very few maintain a
completely even keel. A person’s needs
continue throughout his entire life, and in the normal
course of living there will be times when his needs
are more adequately met than at other times. When a
person feels deprived in some sense or when his
feelings of having approval and support—the forti-

fications of the self-concept—are at low ebb, the ._m
.individual feels bad about himself and may act out
the feeling in defensiveness, .iritability, reduced
sensitivity to the feelings of others, and in general,
behavior that reflects a reaction to the damage his
self-concept has suffered. If the adult’s usual
circumstances are good and stable—if his job is
\,mm.ﬁ._m&::@. if his home situation is harmonious, if Qﬁ
he has reason in,general to feel loved and A\/M

appreciated—then his normal level of self-esteem can \
usually reassert itself fairly quickly. Exactly the ~—
same is true for a child when life is good and - . N
stable. He likes school, likes his teacher, has some
good friends, gets on well with his parents, and
minor injuries to his self-esteem are quickly for-
gotten. Even fatigue can be a factor in how well the
person can absorb real or fancied indignities without
losing his equilibrium. If, on the other hand, the
normal supports are low and the basic level of self-
concept is relatively low, even small slights are
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