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 Self -esteem - what is it?  How do we get it?  How do we lose it?  How can we get it 
back?   
Self esteem is our sense of self-worth.  It comes from the collection of all of the thoughts, 
feelings, sensations and experiences we have had and what judgments we have made about 
ourselves as a result.  All of this stored information causes us to feel smart or dumb, graceful or 
awkward, confident or inadequate.  A great self-image is the single most important tool for facing 
problems and crisis that arise in everyday life.  Self-image determines 
 
  -How your teen does in school - it is a better predictor of grades than IQ 

-What your child chooses to do in life - those with low self-esteem feel as if many options 
are closed to them 

 -How and what your teen will achieve 
 -Who your child loves and how well they set boundaries 
 -How your teen socializes and who they choose as friends 

-How your teen deals with peer pressure - those who are capable to "just say no" have a 
strong self-image. 

 
 Every time your teen is praised or criticized, welcomed or rejected, accepted or teased, 
loved or hated, acknowledged or ignored,  the self image is made better or worse.  Teens are 
teased, criticized and rejected often throughout the day.  There is sarcasm and negativity from 
teachers, coaches and classmates.  There are impossible standards of perfection in the media 
where all complexions are clear, all guys are athletic and muscular, and all girls are size 3 
fashion statements.  No matter how hard you try, you can't avoid sending your child messages 
that damage the self image.  Even the most loving parent will berate their child for a messy room 
or untied shoes, or say that they are not as smart or coordinated or polite as expected.  A parent 
criticizes in order to change behavior or to express anger.  It certainly isn't the intention to hurt the 
teen's self image, but that may be what is happening. 
 
  If your teen lives his life in order to avoid criticism, he may be avoiding making an 
impact.  He may be avoiding high levels of success and settling for the mediocre.  Let your teen 
know that criticism will always be a part of life.  Dr. Joseph Wolpe once said "If no one criticizes 
you, you're not doing anything important.".  Let him know that you want him to be able to accept 
criticism and even learn from it - but that you don't want it to hurt him. 
 
 Begin by asking your teen about the criticism that he already gets.  Ask him to tell you 
some of the critical things people have said to him.  Don't be shocked if most of the criticisms he 
remembers came from you!  Ask your teen how bad each of those criticisms feel by rating them 
on a scale of one to ten.  The hierarchy is a guide that will enable you to teach your child the 
techniques for handling criticism gradually, without throwing him in over his head. 
 
 Explain to your teen that since everyone is wrong sometimes, the thing to learn is how to 
be wrong.  If you don't, you’re likely to start avoiding criticism.  As soon as you start to avoid 
something you also start to fear it.  Fear or anger at criticism can stifle your friendships as well as 
deprive you of good advice  and make you feel as if you must hide all of your faults.  Ask your 
teen to identify the many ways that he has developed of not listening.  These may include 
shouting back at the critic, interrupting, leaving, acting in a catastrophic manner, blaming 
someone else, rationalizing, apologizing when you don't mean it, making it into a joke, or finding 
fault with the critic.  Think back to the last time you were criticized and how you responded and 
share this with your teen.  By being totally honest and disclosing your shortcomings, you are 



allowing your teen to do the same thing.  This creates a very safe environment that builds trust 
and mutual respect. 
 
 Now plan together and make a rule not to use any of these avoidance tricks and use the 
following techniques instead.  Remember that it may be hard at first to change your habits, but 
resisting the use of your own defenses will quickly make you feel stronger.  By making these 
changes along with your teen, your relationship will grow stronger than ever before.   
 
So from now on: 
 
 *Listen to what the critic says without speaking at first 

*Rephrase the criticism in your own mind and think of actions you can change next time  
 *Whether you agree or not, let your critic know that you heard and understood 
 *Detach yourself emotionally and put yourself in the other person's shoes 

*If you feel the criticism is unwarranted, explain your view of the situation  
 

Step 1:  Teach your child how to empathize with the person who criticizes him 
 without necessarily agreeing.  
Examples are "I can see why you may feel that way" or  "I understand 
that's what you think.". 

 
   Step 2:  Follow up with a respectful BUT that presents evidence and not 
excuses.   

Examples are “I can see why you think I watch too much TV, but I did all 
of my homework and chores first."   
"I know you think I talk on the phone too much, but my best friend and I 
had a fight today and I wanted to get everything cleared up."  
                      

*If you feel the criticism is accurate, admit your mistake and chart a different course of 
action for the next time. 
 
"You are right.  My room is a mess.  I need to start putting things away as soon as I'm 
done with them.  I'll clean it up tonight after dinner." 

 
 If you have been using criticism to change your child's behavior, your teen has been 
hearing put-downs rather than instructions.  By leaving the criticism out of it, your teen will be 
able to concentrate on following your wishes rather than feeling hurt, defensive, and worthless.   
Rather than saying "You are being rude to Suzy" say “I'd like to talk to you about what you can do 
to be a better friend".  Don't criticize when your intention is to help.  As you work with these 
suggestions you will find that your teen will act more independently, assume more responsibility, 
approach new challenges with enthusiasm, tolerate frustration well, and show incredible 
leadership skills as their self esteem soars! 
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