	Like Parent, Like Child
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	If you want your child to have a healthy self-esteem, start with your own.
by Carolyn Hoyt
[image: image2.png]





"I was burping the baby and realized I didn't have a diaper over my shoulder," Elisa Hirsch of Fair Lawn, New Jersey, recalls. "I was feeling frazzled and overwhelmed, and wasn't handling things well. So I muttered out loud, with my three-year-old daughter standing right beside me, 'I am so stupid.' 'No, Mommy, don't use that word,' she responded. I could tell from the look on her face that I shouldn't have put myself down in front of her." 

Being a parent is about the hardest job in the world, and at times every mother and father feels insecure and inadequate, says Tom Olkowski, Ph.D., a clinical psychologist in Denver, Colorado, who runs self-esteem workshops. But when you let your children know you think you're inept, unattractive, or just not smart enough, you're sending them the message that you have low self-esteem. And that can affect the way your children think about themselves, says Linda Dunlap, Ph.D., an early-childhood specialist and chair of the Department of Psychology at Marist College in Poughkeepsie, New York. "Kids whose parents have a negative self-image have a more difficult time feeling positive about themselves," she says. 

No one, of course, expects mothers and fathers always to feel on top of the world. We all have days when we wish we were thinner or had a different color hair. But if we can communicate to our children the message that we accept ourselves, no matter what our flaws, it's more likely they'll feel the same way about themselves. And self-acceptance is crucial to a child's confidence as she grows. 

WATCHING OUR LANGUAGE AND BEHAVIOR 
As parents, we express our feelings about ourselves in different ways. Words are, of course, powerful. Even very young children pay attention to every word a parent utters, and preschoolers often take an adult's words literally. "It erodes a child's confidence when his all-powerful parents, who take care of his every need, seem to have no regard for themselves," says Dr. Dunlap. 

For instance, a mom who feels bad about the weight she can't shed may say, "I'm so fat. I hate the way I look," in front of her children. What she conveys to her kids is an extremely self-critical attitude. "She's telling her children that if she is not at an ideal weight, she is unacceptable," says Dr. Dunlap. "It gives the kids the message that if they gain weight, they might be unacceptable as well," she explains. 

Parents can also unconsciously behave in certain ways that reveal a lack of self-acceptance, says Dr. Olkowski. For instance, when a dad who feels less than confident about technology avoids playing computer games with his children, he shows them that it's not OK to do something unless you can do it perfectly. Or if parents get overly competitive with their children and always play to win, they unknowingly send the message, "Winning is so important to me that I am willing to play all out to beat a kid." 

To teach their children self-respect, moms and dads must model it through words and project it through behavior, says Dr. Dunlap. Here's how you can strengthen your self-esteem, and your child's, too. 

Take small steps to deal with your weaknesses. 
"Instead of putting yourself down in areas in which you feel weak, or avoiding doing things that you don't feel confident about, set small goals," Dr. Olkowski says. If you feel that you're overweight, for instance, start exercising 20 minutes a day. If you feel foolish because you always lose your glasses, pick a special place for them and put them there. If you feel out of shape, sign up at your local Y for swimming or tennis classes. Be sure that your kids see you making the effort. 

Try, try again. 
"When I run self-esteem seminars and ask families to make drawings of themselves, the initial reaction from many parents is, 'But I can't draw,'" says Dr. Olkowski. "When kids hear that, they think they don't have to try anything that they find difficult or unfamiliar." He suggests that parents have fun with challenging tasks. "You can say in front of your children something like, 'You know, I was never very good at this, but it looks like fun, so let's give it a try.'" 

Make yourself a priority. 
Set aside time to take care of your needs, as well as your kids, says Dr. Olkowski. For instance, after a day of mall shopping, tell your children, "We've been in ten different stores looking for things for you, now it's Mommy's turn to buy something new." That way your children understand that you see yourself as important, too. So buy those new clothes, get a haircut, or have a night out with just your spouse or friends. 

Show respect for your spouse. 
Be aware of the comments you and your mate make to each other. Put-downs and sarcastic remarks not only undermine your relationship, Dr. Dunlap warns, but may also cause a child to feel negatively about her parent and herself. 

Blow your own horn. 
Showing pride in your accomplishments teaches children what it means to have self-esteem, says Dr. Dunlap. Share with your kids projects you've completed, and when your boss praises you, tell them about it. 

Acknowledge your mistakes. 
When you admit you're wrong, you're modeling self-acceptance, Dr. Dunlap notes. You can't build a strong sense of self overnight, but you can become more aware of the messages you send your children. So give yourself a break, practice these points—and watch the effect on your child. 

