Our Self-image is a Reflection of What Others Think of Us.

Jim Hansen
If you see yourself as a happy, outgoing person; if you see yourself as caring, helpful and attractive; if you see yourself as competent and able, others and particularly significant others mirror and reinforce your positive self-perception.

 

If you see yourself as burdened, unattractive, of limited ability, unappreciated, unloved and unhappy, these negative self-perceptions are also mirrored and reinforced by your significant others.

 

Our self-image has a real effect on our learning and growth.  It is a generalization, but only a slight one, to say that happy children learn and unhappy children don't learn. Further, children who are perceived to be capable – are, and those perceived to be incapable, also are (incapable). 

 

Who are these significant others that have such an effect on our self-image. They are parents, spouses, brothers and sisters, caregivers, principals, teachers and other pupils and friends. Their influence goes beyond simply reflecting, to shaping our self-images.

 

It is safe to say that most families foster positive images for their members.  Children with disabilities start at a disadvantage in self-image. Even before they are aware, their disability is labeled and seen as limiting. Disability labels are never positive.

 

Pre-school children, able and disabled, have a positive self-image and a positive view of their ability.

Pupils, teachers, principals and other school personnel who relate to children must be aware of their power to shape self-image. Parents and educators know that praise is more powerful than blame.  Why then do we praise less than we blame. Parents and educators know that success is a more powerful than failure. Yet we often dilute the effects of success by diminishing or denying it.  An outstanding report or test result is frequently greeted not by "well done," but by "you could have done better". Teachers are not always fully aware of the power their words have in forming self-image. Those who were told by a well-meaning music teacher to "just mouth, don't sing", frequently gave up on music.

Little children who see themselves as "smart", and who believe that their mummies and daddies and teachers think they are smart, acquire skills and knowledge with ease. They are “smart.”

 

It is a comfort to know that almost 100% of early childhood and kindergarten (4 and 5 years of age) believe that they are smart and that their parents and teachers agree.  Unfortunately the percentage of believers drops off as we go up the grades. It is possible that we could reach a grade level where more than 50% of the pupils would see themselves as not smart. If the image we have of ourselves is a reflection of what others think of us, whose negative image is being reflected to those who have learned to doubt their abilities. What are we doing in our multi-million dollar institutions that cause children, who begin certain of their ability, to become doubters.

 

Children in the early school years generally see themselves as loved and capable. Children with disabilities will share this if they are loved in the family, and included in their local school.  There they will acquire learning and new life.

