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Sorting Out the 
Self-Esteem Controversy

In the '90s, the question is not whether schools should 
enhance students' self-esteem, but how they propose 
to do so.

JAMES A. BEANE

The idea of enhancing self-esteem 
seems innocent enough to most 
people. Common sense suggests 

that those who have positive self-esteem 
are likely to lead satisfying lives while 
those who do not are just as likely to 
find life dissatisfying and unhappy. 
Yet. like so many other seemingly com- 
monsensical things, the idea of self-es 
teem has become a source of consider 
able controversy and contention in the 
school context. So it is that, as we enter 
the 1990s, another "great debate" is 
emerging. This one is about whether 
schools ought to try to enhance self- 
esteem and, if so. how, on what 
grounds, and to what extent?

That the school might play a role in 
the development of self-esteem is not a 
recent idea. It has been part of educa 
tional thinking for most of this century, 
particularly since the 1960s, when many 
educators came to realize that affect in 
general and self-esteem specifically 
loom large in school life. 1 But it \*as in 
the 1980s that self-esteem was catapult 
ed into educational policy thinking. It 
became linked not only to academic 
achievement but also to substance 
abuse, antisocial acts, adolescent preg 
nancy, suicide, and other self-destruc 
tive behaviors. The theory was this: 
people, including the young, will not 
hurt themselves if they like themselves. 
Moreover, if they have self-confidence, 
they are more likely to do well at what 
ever they might try to do.

This theory has driven many states

and school districts to add development 
of self-esteem to their list of goals. It 
also served as the underlying theme of 
the notorious California self-esteem 
project that simultaneously appealed to 
the most humane impulses of some 
while offending the Puritan streak of 
self-denial that still runs deep in the 
values of others.- Meanwhile, in the 
schools, the terrain is cluttered with 
conflicting and contradictory theories 
about self-esteem and ways to enhance 
it. The purpose of this article is to sort 
out this "mess" and to make some 
sense out of the idea of enhancing self- 
esteem in schools.

Why Enhance Self-Esteem?

The argument for enhancing self-es 
teem in schools follows three lines of 
reasoning. The first speaks to the 
school's role as a social agency that is 
meant to contribute to the general 
health and well-being of young people. 
We are living in very complex times. 
This is the age of discontinuity and dis 
belief, of ambiguity and ambivalence. 
As difficult as it is for so many adults 
to find anything to hang on to. we can 
only imagine what this age looks like 
through the eyes of young people who 
typically lack the resources that are 
available to most adults. The litany of 
statistics about self-destructive tenden 
cies such as substance abuse, crime, 
and suicide must surely be seen as a 
signal from young people that many do

not find much about themselves to like. 
The idea of enhancing self-esteem be 
comes a moral imperative for schools, 
especially in a time when other social 
institutions and agencies seem unwill 
ing or unable to provide support and 
encouragement in the process of grow 
ing up.

The second line of reasoning is found 
within the school itself. When we look 
at the growing collection of studies on 
self-esteem, we find a persistent correla 
tion between it and such school concerns 
as participation, completion, self-direc 
tion, and various types of achievement.' 
This last correlation, between self-es 
teem and achievement, is a driving force 
in the growing interest in self-esteem. 
Nonetheless, it is widely misunderstood. 
The correlation is relatively weak when 
global self-esteem is involved but strong 
when self-esteem is situation-specific, as 
in the case, for example, of sejlf-esteem 
in mathematics, reading, physical educa 
tion, or some other area." This link btt- 
tween self-esteem and school concerns 
ought to persuade those who have trou 
ble with the moral argument that they, 
too. have a vested interest in enhancing 
self-esteem.

The third line of reasoning is less 
often used, yet more powerful. It ex 
tends the idea of personal development 
beyond coping with problems and into 
personal efficacy or power, which, in 
turn, may lead toward action. 5 Only the 
most ignorant or arrogant could fail to 
see that we face increasing problems 
with inequitable distribution of wealth, 
power, and justice. Conditions like 
racism, sexism, poverty, and homeless- 
ness detract from human dignity and for 
that reason debilitate one of its central 
features, self-esteem. The resolution of 
these issues will depend less on rhetoric 
and more on action, but action is not 
likely unless people believe they can
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make a difference.
When looked at this way, enhancing 

self-esteem helps build the personal and 
collective efficacy that helps us out of 
the morass of inequity that plagues us. 
Needless to say, the hint of social recon- 
structiontsm in this line of reasoning 
may account for its absence in most of 
the rhetoric of the self-esteem move 
ment. Nevertheless it is a powerful ar 
gument for the schools, which have a 
responsibility to extend democracy, 
human dignity, and cultural diversity 
throughout the larger society.

Versions of Self-Esteem in School

Over the past few decades, the idea of 
enhancing self-esteem in schools has 
become increasingly popular. True, 
many school officials have questioned 
the idea by contending they have 
enough on their hands, with the deluge

of mandates coming down from state 
legislatures, without having to take on 
issues that ought to be addressed by the 
home and other "socializing" agencies. 
Certainly not all of these people are un 
caring toward young people; often they 
speak out of frustration over multiplying 
demands placed upon the school and 
taking the flack for any lack of progress 
on these demands. Even so, such 
protests have diminished as the evi 
dence linking self-esteem and school 
success has grown.

Now the issue is not whether the 
schools should try to enhance the self- 
esteem of young people, but how. I t is 
here that we encounter the cluttered ter 
rain of conflicting and contradictory 
methods for enhancing self-esteem. 
There are three main approaches that 
account for most efforts in this area.

The first approach follows from per 
sonal development activities, such as 
sensitivity training, that enjoyed some

The link between self-esteem, achievement, 
and a sense of personal efficacy is tipping the 
balance in favor of a curriculum that will 
enhance students' self-esteem, yet there is no 
simple formula for achieving such a goal.

popularity in the late 1960s and early 
1970s. To envision how this approach 
is practiced, we might picture a teacher 
and a group of students sitting in a cir 
cle talking about how much they like 
themselves and everyone else for 20 
minutes on a Wednesday afternoon. 
Such activities are like parlor games of 
pop psychology and, no doubt, have 
about the same momentary effects in 
real life. Saying "I like myself and oth 
ers" in front of a group is not necessari 
ly the same as actually feeling that way. 
especially if I am only doing it because 
I am supposed to. Being nice has a 
place in enhancing self-esteem, but it is 
not enough.

The second approach involves putting 
young people through a self-esteem pro-
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gram or course offered.in a set-aside 
time slot during the school day. Here 
the teacher comes armed with more than 
good feelings, namely a self-esteem 
"curriculum." locally prepared or com 
mercially purchased, assuring that stu 
dents who* go through the program will 
have better self-esteem and thus be im 
mune to self-destructive behaviors and 
school failure. In 1970 Weinstein and 
Fantini estimated that there were at least 
350 such programs with about 3,000 
"affective exercises and techniques."'' 
The number may be greater now, al 
though I estimate that about 30 are 
widely known and used.7 That schools 
would buy a package to enhance self- 
esteem is not surprising when we 
remember that the commodification of 
the self was an idea promoted in the 
1980s. If "we are what we buy," then 
perhaps we can also buy our way into 
self-esteem.

The "self-esteem program" approach 
suffers from two problems, one practi 
cal and the other conceptual. 
Hartshome and May, in the late 1920s, 
showed that direct instruction in course- 
like settings does not produce lasting or 
strong effects in the affective domain." 
While their research focused on charac 
ter education, similar conclusions were 
drawn more recently by Lockwood and 
others in reviewing studies on values 
clarification and moral development." 
Aside from gloxying testimonials by 
participants (which cannot be complete 
ly disregarded) after self-esteem pro 
grams, there is scant evidence to war 
rant claims made by program 
developers.

Current research suggests that one 
area in which packaged programs evi 
dence little short-term gain is "self in 
school.""' This may seem hard to be 
lieve when we remember that such pro 
grams are sponsored and taught in 
schools by school personnel. Yet why 
would we expect otherwise if there is no 
guarantee that anyone in any other place 
in the school will care much about new- 
found self-esteem, personal goals, or de 
cision-making skills?

Saying "I like myself 
and others" in front 
of a group is not 
necessarily the same 
as actually feeling that 
way, especially if I am 
only doing it because 
I am supposed to.

Beyond that, self-esteem programs 
suffer from a conceptual problem that 
they share with most personal develop 
ment programs. Their underlying theo 
ry is that to enhance self-esteem We 
must go inside individuals and encour 
age them to push ahead with confi 
dence, even in the face of difficult odds. 
Such an inside-out approach ignores the 
fact that in the balance of interactions 
between the individual and the environ 
ment out of which self-esteem grows, 
the environment is almost inevitably 
more powerful. If we want to enhance 
self-esteem, we must first check to see 
whether the social environment is safe 
for the individual. A debilitating envi 
ronment is likely to squash fledgling 
self-confidence no matter how much we 
exhort the individual to persist. We 
may all know individuals who have de 
fied this rule, but the fact that we can 
name them suggests they are the excep 
tion rather than the rule.

Since the environment powerfully in 
forms their self-perceptions, insisting 
that young people are responsible for 
their own self-esteem is blatantly unjust. 
Moreover, suggesting that self-esteem 
can be preserved by developing "coping 
skills" endorses the status quo and. in so 
doing, ignores the fact that having posi 
tive self-esteem is almost impossible for 
many yoiihg people, given the deplorable 
conditions'under which they are forced 
to.live by4he inequities in our society. 
. The'third approach to enhancing self- . 
esteem in school recognizes the power

of the environment and searches for pos 
sibilities across the whole institution." 
Every nook and cranny in the school has 
the potential to enhance or debilitate 
self-esteem. For example, a school that 
enhances self-esteem could be character 
ized by a humanistic and democratic 
climate, student participation in gover 
nance, heterogeneous grouping, and pos 
itive expectations. In the areas of cur 
riculum and teaching, a premium would 
be placed upon collaborative teacher-stu 
dent planning, cooperative learning, the 
matic units that emphasize personal and 
social meanings, student self-evaluation, 
multicultural content, community service 
projects, arid activities that involve mak 
ing, creating, and "doing." This ap 
proach also emphasizes the need to en 
hance adults' self-esteem, particularly 
teachers', since it is unlikely they can 
contribute to positive self-esteem in 
young people if their own is negative.

Proponents of this third approach rec 
ognize that even our most salutary ef 
forts in the area of self-esteem are threat 
ened by poor conditions outside the 
school. To what extent can we expect 
progress within the school to stand up in 
the face of poverty, homelessness. 
racism, sexism, and ageism? Hence, we 
must place the larger community and so 
ciety under the same scrutiny as the 
school, so that we may see what work is 
needed there.

The Great Self-Esteem Debate
Recently the argument over which ap 
proach to use in enhancing self-esteem 
has been overshadowed by a much larg 
er debate concerning the assumption 
that positive self-esteem is necessary for 
school achievement. Three factors fuel 
this debate. First, it seems that while 
young people in South Korea and Japan 
score higher than those in the United 
States on international comparison tests 
in mathematics, the U.S. students come 
out on top in measures of self-esteem.' 2 
Second, there has been considerable 
backlash against the California task 
force report on self-esteem, which is
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.i
seen by many people as an unsupported 
statement of New Age, pop psychology 
"fluff."" Third, the present Conserva 
tive Restoration in education and else- ' 
where rings with the rhetoric of self-de 
nial that those of the New Right believe 
is necessary for "repairing" the 
"frayed" moral fabric of society. 14 Put 
together, these factors make a superfi 
cially convincing argument against the 
usual view of enhancing self-esteem, 
yet one that can be packaged in neat slo 
gans like the title of a Time magazine 
commentary, "Education: Doing Bad 
and Feeling Good." 15

However, when this rhetoric is exam 
ined, its transparency is revealed. For 
example. I asked some South Korean, 
Japanese, and Chinese educators to ex 
plain how they might account for the in 
verse correlation between self-esteem 
and mathematics scores reported from 
the international comparisons of 
achievement. Their uncomplicated an 
swer was this: "In our cultures it is im 
polite to say one can do well, even if one 
thinks so." While this is not evidence to 
end the argument it at least raises the 
question of whether United States' stu 
dents are arrogant incompetents or vic 
tims of criticism based upon culturally 
embedded differences in educational 
findings."

As for the other two factors, we 
might easily write off the first as an in 
terpretation of a report (that of the Cali 
fornia Task Force) that represents a 
sometimes unclear vision of enhancing 
self-esteem" and the second as another 
piece of the belt-tightening rhetoric of 
1980s educational "reform." We might 
further ask when and how young people 
were excluded from the right to be 
happy. And one might facetiously sug 
gest that the international tests indicate 
that we who value self-esteem are doing 
a good job with it while those enamored 
with academic achievement are not 
pulling their weight. These criticisms 
should not be taken so lightly, however, 
because they have deeper implications.

First, by focusing only on the pop 
psychology school of enhancing self-es-

If schooling for 
self-esteem does not 
simultaneously 
address other aspects 
of affect as well as 
cognition, it is 
incomplete and 
artificial.

teem, these criticisms ignore other ver 
sions which are quite different from it. 
In so doing, the very idea of self-esteem 
enhancement is threatened by the same 
red-flag mentality that fails to differenti 
ate between the cross-curriculum values 
clarification theory and the collections 
of cute activities, like the venerable 
"lifeboat" simulation, that ruined its 
reputation.

Even more dangerous is the kind of 
statement made by critic Mike Schmok- 
er: "Self-esteem, as it is now used, isn't 
something earned, but given."" The 
fact is that it is neither. In its practical 
form, self-esteem is personally con 
structed out of interactions with the en 
vironment; in other words, it is learned. 
At a conceptual level self-esteem is a 
central feature in human dignity and 
thus an inalienable human entitlement.'" 
As such, schools and other agencies 
have a moral obligation to help build it 
and avoid debilitating it. The "no pain, 
no gain" metaphor may be justified in 
the weight room, but it is dangerous in 
human development, especially when 
pain is already inequitably distributed 
and gain so inequitably accessible. The 
failure to recognize the obligation to en 
hance self-esteem works harshly against 
all young people, but particularly so 
against those in our society who are 
least privileged.

So that I do not seem to be imagining 
this last point, another illustration from 
the self-esteem critics might be helpful. 
One of the more obvious ways to con 

tribute to clear self-concept and positive 
self-esteem is to expand curriculum 
content in ways that include the stories 
of diverse cultures so that more young 
people can see themselves as part of 
what is valued in the school's curricu- 
lurn. Yet Krauthammer, for example, 
extends his concern about self-esteem 
enhancement into an attack on multicul 
tural inclusion in the curriculum. 
Among other things, he claims "there is 
little to be said . . . about the contribu 
tion of women to the Bill of Rights.'"" 
Perhaps so. but there is much to be said 
about why; and young people, especial 
ly women, should not be denied the op 
portunity to find out. Nor should all 
young people, especially Native Ameri 
cans, be left ignorant of the influence of 
the "Great Law of the Iroquois'' on 
early documents of white. United States 
democracy like the Articles of Confed 
eration and the Bill of Rights. 21 Criti 
cism of multicultural education and its 
connection to self-esteem is a thinly 
veiled version of the Eurocentric arro 
gance that has marred schools and is un 
becoming in a culturally diverse society.

I believe that the "Great Debate" over 
self-esteem at this level should be seen 
for exactly what it is: a part of the tug- 
of-war between the long line of progres 
sive efforts to create humane schools 
and the new Conservative Restoration 
that grew up in the 1980s. The latter is 
not a unidimensional movement. It is a 
package that involves interrelated inter 
ests of economic utilitarianism, classical 
Eurocentric humanism, and old-line "get 
tough" pedagogy. There is little room 
for the idea of enhancing self-esteem be 
yond its relation to individual achieve 
ment, especially as it is broadly defined 
in the context of personal efficacy and 
the resolution of large social inequities. 
This package marginalizes the same 
nonprivileged young people upon whom 
the schools have always worked most 
harshly and continues the unjust status 
they have historically been assigned.

In saying this, I do not mean to glorify 
or over-romanticize the self-esteem 
"movement." Many of those involved
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in it still fail to differentiate between self- 
concept (the description of self) and self- 
esteem (the evaluation of self) or to un 
derstand the intricate role played by 
values in self-esteem judgments. 22 Ef 
forts to improve self-perceptions must 
contribute to the quality of all three di 
mensions. For example, multicultural 
education and cooperative learning have 
as much to do with expanding the con 
cept of self and promoting the value of 
interdependence as they do with self-es 
teem. Critics such as those cited above 
apparently do not understand this, but 
their analyses seem all the more accurate 
when people inside the schools also 
do not.

Moreover, as I have pointed out, the 
self-esteem movement is still full of the 
kind of fluff and radical individualism 
that is as threatening to authentic pro- 
gressivism as the conservative restora 
tion. In fact, the overly individualistic 
tendencies of many self-esteem pro 
grams and projects play right into the 
hands of that restoration by focusing on 
self-protection mechanisms rather than 
the environment that creates their need. 
This is. of course, "privatizing" at it«- 
extreme. It is a theory of alienation that 
pits the individual against the world.

Beyond the "Mess"
In retrospect, it may seem ironic that the 
idea of enhancing self-esteem would be 
come a buzzword amidst the hardening 
of academic categories in the 1980s. As 
we have seen, however, this should not 
be surprising since that idea has many 
different meanings, some of which fit 
rather well with the Horatio Alger re 
form notions in the las't decade. The im 
portant question now focuses on what 
we will do to find our way out of the 
confusion and contradiction that has 
arisen.

I suggest that we stop seeing self- 
esteem only in individualistic terms and 
move instead toward an integrated view 
of self and social relations. This transi 
tion would involve at least three main 
parts. First, the construction of personal

It is not enough that 
young people like 
themselves. They 
must also have a sense 
that what they say, and 
think, and do counts 
for something.

meanings should be understood as 
emerging from interactions with the en 
vironment. Self-perceptions are a cen 
tral feature of human personality from 
which flow many social manifestations, 
but environment powerfully informs 
self-perceptions. Moreover, it is clear 
that people do not learn about them 
selves either apart from or prior to 
learning about their world. Rather, they 
learrt about both simultaneously and in 
light of their interdependence.

Second, self-esteem is properly seen 
as one dimension of the larger concept 
of affect that also involves values, 
morals, ethics, character, and the like, 
and is connected to cognition. By itself, 
self-esteem addresses only part of what 
Dewey called the "affective-ideational" 
connection that underlies social rela 
tions. 2 ' When we make self-esteem de 
cisions, we do so on the basis of our 
values. 2J Moreover, such decisions in 
volve thinking: they may be more or 
less thoughtful, but they are not empty 
of thought. 25 Thus, if schooling for self- 
esteem does not simultaneously address 
other aspects of affect as well as cogni 
tion, it is incomplete and artificial.

Third, self-esteem alone is an incom 
plete definition of the concept of human 
dignity upon which work on self-esteem 
is partly justified. It is not enough that 
young people like themselves. They 
must also have a sense that what they 
say, and think, and do counts for some 
thing. In other words, self-esteem must 
be accompanied by a sense of personal 
efficacy. But even that is not enough.

Individuals do not live in isolation, and 
to imply such is dangerous. Personal 
efficacy must be connected to collective 
efficacy so that individuals see them 
selves as part of groups that can and do 
have meaning and power. In making 
this point, I am connecting the idea of 
enhancing self-esteem to the broader 
themes of democracy, human dignity, 
and cultural diversity—themes that os 
tensibly permeate the lives of those in 
our society. 2"

What does this mean for schools' role 
in enhancing self-esteem? It means 
they must place a premium on authentic 
participation, collaborative action, a 
problem-centered curriculum, and inter 
dependent diversity. Likewise, they 
should work to remove policies and 
practices that can debilitate self-esteem 
like tracking, autocratic procedures, uni- 
cultural curriculum, and competition.

This kind of effort is not without con 
troversy. After all. it suggests that peo 
ple not only feel good about themselves, 
but also come to believe they can 
change things. Perhaps it is here that 
the gatekeepers of the school as well as 
the advocates of the conservative 
restoration sense the real problem with 
self-esteem. Perhaps it is here. too. that 
we may understand the individualistic 
"coping strategies" of packaged pro 
grams as something of a failure of 
nerve. Work with self-esteem that pro 
motes integration of self and social in 
terests and personal and social efficacy 
offers the possibility that young people 
will challenge the status quo, not simply 
accept it. Besides, the very idea of pack 
aged programs seems largely inappro 
priate for any genuine work with self- 
esteem.

In the end we are faced with some 
very serious challenges. Finding our 
way out of the self-esteem "mess" must 
begin with several understandings. 
First, being nice is surely a part of this 
effort, but it is not enough. Second, 
there is a place for some direct instruc 
tion regarding affective matters, but this 
is not enough either. Self-esteem and 
affect are not simply another school
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subject to be placed in set-aside time r 
slots. Third, the negative affect of "get 
tough" policies is not a promising route 
to self-esteem and efficacy. This simply 
blames young people for problems that 
are largely not of their own making. 
Fourth, since self-perceptions are pow 
erfully informed by culture, comparing 
self-esteem across cultures without clar 
ifying cultural differences is distracting 
and unproductive.

Authentic work in the area of self-es 
teem is more complex than most people, 
including participants in the great de 
bate, have been willing to admit. It in 
volves broadening our understanding of 
the reasons behind such work, extend 
ing the definition of self-esteem into a 
larger concept of affect that integrates 
self and social interests, extending self- 
enhancement efforts across the entire 
school, and relating the work of the 
school with the larger world of condi 
tions that detract from human dignity. 
Self-esteem is not just a psychological 
construct. It also has meaning for creat 
ing and understanding the philosophical 
and sociological themes that permeate 
our lives. Clearly, enhancing self-es 
teem is not the soft or simple work ihat 
so many people believe it to be.
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