
Dear Parents: Preschoolers build character based 

on learnings from their earlier years. Age gives 
them greater opportunity to experiment with self- 

control as they carry out their wishes and interests 
while adjusting to your rules and expectations. 

Children cannot attain self-control without continu- 

ous help in forming habits that protect them from 
physical harm, promote feelings of self-confidence, 

and aid them in understanding the ideals of right 
conduct. 

Sincerely, 

Extension Service, Oregon State University, Corvallis, O.E. Smith, 
director. Produced and distributed in furtherance of the Acts of 

Congress of May 8 and June 30, 1914. Extension work is a coopera- 
tive program of Oregon State University, the U.S. Department of 

Agriculture, and Oregon counties. 

Oregon State University Extension Service orders educational 
programs, activities, and materials without regard to race, color, 

national origin, sex, age, or disability as required by Title VI of the 
Civil Rights Act of 1964, Title IX of the Education Amendments of 
1972, and Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973. Oregon State 

University Extension Service is an Equal Opportunity Employer. 
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Guiding Confident
Preschoolers

Parents talk a lot about how they want their
children to grow up. They worry about their

children's progress because they know early experi-
ences influence a child's school and social accom-
plishments. Good adjustments begin in childhood
and continue step by step through life.

In the preschool years children must learn to gain
satisfactions without interfering with the satisfac-
tions of others. But it's difficult for them to experi-
ence continuing success because their behavior
tends toward satisfying only their needs and wants.
Learning consideration for others takes many years.

Parents are responsible for preserving their chil-
dren's natural desire for independent thought and
action but they must also guide children in conduct
that respects others and the expectations of society.
Both parents and preschoolers have much to learn
in a short time. Most young parents are learning a
new style of leadership to help children develop a
good self-image, responsibility, and attitudes about
what is right and wrong.

Recent surveys show that a majority of young
parents practice democratic leadership in their fami-
lies. They realize children have rights and respon-
sibilities equal to adults. This doesn't mean parents
give up all their personal life or that children run
the home. Parents are still in charge, but in demo-
cratic homes parents and children have rights to
possessions, experiences, and responsibilities appro-
priate for their ages.

Children are smaller and weaker than adults so
their needs are usually met first. Even though
preschoolers have less knowledge than parents,
they have the same feelings of love, anger, and
embarrassment. They also have high ambitions
and fears of failure like adults. In democratic fami-
lies everyone's successes and mistakes are treated
with the same respectful understanding. Democratic
parents encourage their children's efforts to achieve.
Childhood activities are not finished products but
steps toward learning to do things well. Encourag-
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ing parents quickly spot positive activities and
comment on progress. This motivates children to
continue trying to reach their goals.

Parents may want to:
practice making frequent up-lifting remarks

to children
focus on the effort going into an activity or
action
look for the good rather than the poor parts
in an effort
find ways to correct mistakes without discour-
aging positive activities
look for and comment on a child's potential
skill.

Promoting the Self-image

Preschoolers are not likely to ask themselves,
"What kind of a person am I?" or "How much do I
like myself?" They do, however, create inner pic-
tures of themselves based on how well they seem to
be doing, how much they are loved, and how they
are pleasing you. Successful experiences build pleas-
ant inner pictures of self-confidence called self-image.
"I can do it," becomes a child's foundation for
action. Repeated failures and discourgement build
pictures of despair. "I'm a flop," was the constant
remark of a four-year-old whenever things didn't
go well. When children have pleasant inner pic-
tures, they have high self-esteem.

High self-esteem is not self-centeredness. It sim-
ply means that children see themselves as helpful,
enjoyable, strong, and dependable. Preschoolers'
constant demands for recognition of accomplish-
ments are not seif-centeredness. Instead, they seek
reminders of their worth to make them glad to be
who they are, Children with high self-esteem ac-
cept daily risks while children with low self-esteem
withdraw from new learnings and adventures be-
cause they fear failure.

Children aren't born with self-esteem. You help
create it by reflecting positive or negative responses
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to their efforts. Your words and actions carry pow-
erful messages that tell children whether they are
valued and enjoyed or whether they are an extra
burden.

Everything that happens to children affects their
self-image. Important and unimportant incidents
raise and lower their self-esteem. For example, if
you're always too busy, in a hurry, or use "put-
down-talk," children conclude they're not as im-
portant as other things or people. You can repeatedly
tell them you love them but if it's not reinforced
with your time and attention, they lower their
estimate of themselves.

Preschoolers meet many failures each day that
prove their smallness and incapability. Support
their struggle to feel big and proud by telling them
that they're doing well. If day after day, children
experience more comfort than discomfort, more
encouragement than discouragement, and more
attention than lack of it, they develop good feelings
about themselves.

No parent intentionally contributes to feelings
of low worth in their children; however, sometimes
carelessly or thoughtlessly, the best of pictures are
not presented to children. Here are a few items to
think about:

Appropriate expectations. Few children can
live up to parental expectations. Standards are
important to work toward but can become detri-
mental to children's views of their abilities. Chil-
dren do their best to learn manners, remember
rules, sit still, and share, but they are beginners and
rarely achieve perfection. Since they measure them-
selves by your standards, do you make them feel
that they're improving? A child who cannot meet a
parent's expectations, soon gets the message, "I
have little faith in you when you aren't measuring
up." Remembering what children of each age can
do will help you have more realistic expectations.

Promote trust. Let children show unhappy or
angry feelings without fear of rejection. It's easy to
share in accomplishments and joy, but other feel-
ings are also part of getting along in different
situations. You enhance self-images when you un-
derstand and comfort children in difficult times.
Avoid degrading them in front of others or allow-
ing others to tease or belittle them. Preschoolers
must believe you're on their side.

Respond immediately when children behave
well. "You were helpful when we were in the gro-
cery by sitting quietly in the cart" makes a child
proud. They strive to hear you say it again. Too
often children's desirable behaviors are taken for
granted while attention is focused on mistakes.
This makes it difficult for children to gather enough
positive pictures of themselves to build a high
self-image. Constant encouragement for positive

efforts, praise for tasks well done, and a sense of
humor about mistakes give children the background
for building high self-esteem.

Be sensitive to children's feelings. Shyness,
anger, extreme dependence on you, misbehavior,
or nervous habits may signal a troubled self-image.
Put yourself in your children's shoes. Is there enough
recognition, tenderness, and encouragement flow-
ing their way? Some children need more encourage-
ment than others to help them feel good about
themselves.

Communication and
Self-esteem

Beyond facts and ideas, self-esteem is the most
important message communicated to others.
Through words, actions, and listening, your re-
spect and interest is communicated to a child.
Preschoolers have much to say because they are not
only learning self-expression and communication
skills, but have many discoveries to report. Your
listening and choice of words and actions in re-
sponse tells children you believe they have impor-
tant things to say.

Well-meaning parents often limit their conver-
sation with preschoolers to giving orders or disciplin-
ing them. Many parents pay little attention to a
child's feelings or concerns. Make conversation
with your children each day. Take turns listening
and speaking so you can better understand one
another.

Watch and listen while others talk to children.
Does communication most frequently take the form
of nagging, threatening, criticizing, judging, or plead-
ing? Or do they "talk at" children rather than "talk
with" them? These practices close children's ears
and the channels of communication. No one can
share themselves or their hopes and dreams when
their self-image is continuously threatened. Chil-
dren feel very close to adults who show genuine
interest in them and their activities.

How can you increase a child's self-esteem
through communication?

Listen attentively and patiently when chil-
dren talk. Maintaining eye contact, kneeling to
their height, and forgetting other distractions lets
them know they have your attention.

With limited vocabularies and experience in
talking, it takes children longer to say what they
want to. Hurrying or interrupting them is upset-
ting. You can make word corrections when they
finish talking.



Get children's attention before speaking to
them. They concentrate on one thing at a time. To
gain children's attention, first say their name, then
allow time for them to look at you. "In ten minutes
it will be time to put on your pajamas for bed."
Speak firmly so they know you expect cooperation.
If your requests are not firm, children may think
you are only hoping they will mind.

Expand conversation with children. Some
children talk freely, others need an invitation to
continue talking. Avoid dead-ended questions that
can be answered with yes or no. "Tell me about
your day in the park," "Tell me about your pic-
ture," or "What are some TV shows you like to
watch?" Questions beginning with how, why, where,
or which lead children into sharing their thoughts,
feelings, and impressions. It also helps them re-
member their information and connect it with
your conversation.

Teach consideration for the opinions of oth-
ers. When you avoid cutting children off before
they finish speaking, you set an example for re-
specting the opinions and feelings of others. Some-
times it's hard not to interrupt to "straighten out"
their thinking but you must wait your turn. By
letting them fully express their ideas and in turn
expressing yours, you establish a trusting relation-
ship and deep feelings of respect.

Giving Responsibility

Parents are proud of responsible children be-
cause they're easy to live with and less likely to get
into trouble. But too often responsibility is meas-
ured in terms of chores done without resistance or
forgetfulness.

Researchers do not believe that doing home
chores makes children responsible. Rather, they
believe it is shown by how dependable children are
in their choice of behavior. Until now preschoolers
have thought only of themselves. Now they dis-
cover how good it feels to look after themselves and
to make contributions to the family. When chil-
dren are helpful or cautious, they receive praise
from adults that raises their self-image. This makes
those behaviors worth repeating.

Timing is also important in giving responsibili-
ty. Three-year-olds are interested in washing and
dressing themselves, putting away toys, and are
eager to help with household chores. But their
attention span is short, so they often need help and
creative rewards to establish a routine.

Four-and five-year-olds begin to see themselves
as persons who get ideas and carry them out. They
are making big steps toward making decisions as
they think and act independently. Their sense of
responsibility is imitative of your attitudes toward
caring for smaller children, obeying traffic signals,
handling breakable items, or telling you where they
are going.

When a child behaves responsibly, make it clear
just what they did that you appreciate. Mistakes or
accidents happenyou need to help children know
the reason. Knocking a lamp off the table because
they were tangled in the cord or pushing a child off
the slide is not an "accident." Children must learn
how to take responsibility for their actions and
how to prevent things from happening. If you give
children reasons, they will be able to guide them-
selves next time.

Let children do as much as they can for them-
selves even though they aren't very neat or effi-
cient. Because they are learning, help them in their
efforts to care for themselves and their toys, do
household tasks or make responsible decisions. If
tasks are too numerous or standards too high, the
growing pleasure of being responsible is dampened.
Capitalize on their spurts of willingness to be help-
ful; attempts to hurry them toward responsibility
are useless.

Responsibility is a long-range goal. Training
works best when you and your children are re-
laxed. It never works when you're dashing around
getting ready to go some place or when preschool-
ers are tired. Forcing responsibility at inappropri-
ate times does not allow for the necessary patience
and encouragement.

Ask, rather than demand, help from your pre-
schooler. They are new at making decisions and
want to assert their choices. Demands from you
take away their budding independence. If you say,
"I need your help to clean off the sidewalk," it
appeals to their desire to please. They may be too
"busy" to help. Respect their decision and try a
different approach next time. "Please" and "thank
you" are magic words for requesting and appreciat-
ing a child's efforts too.

If you blame children for irresponsibility or do
too much for them, you will reduce their spontane-
ous thoughtfulness. Remember that every encour-
aged step toward responsibility adds to their belief
that it's worth the effort.

You may find the Extension bulletin, "Storage
for Kids' Stuff," EC 805, helpful in suggesting ways
for children to develop responsibility for their per-
sonal things.

Prepared by Marcelle Straatman, Extension human develop-
ment specialist, School of Home Economics.
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