
In today’s American society where a college education is no longer the exception, but rather more of the norm and the expected in comparison to America’s past where a college education was only for the elite, American students are being failed in the pre-college education.  Standards have changed drastically and students are finding themselves struggling through college courses.  Even though American colleges are admired worldwide, America’s pre-college school system is actually looked down upon by the rest of the world and even by the citizens of the United States.  The main factor is today’s move towards self-esteem education.  Today’s lower quality of education can be attributed to the move towards self-esteem education, and due to this fact, a move away from self-esteem education should begin immediately.  


Self-esteem education is based upon the word self-esteem, which has many connotations attached to it.  Self-esteem defined by Webster’s Dictionary is “satisfaction with one self.”  USA Today differentiates between two kinds of self-esteem, earned and global.  The one that self-esteem based education references is titled global self-esteem.  This type of self-esteem is defined as a general sense of pride in oneself and USA Today states that this is “meaningless.”  USA Today states global self-esteem “involves tricking kids into thinking that anything and everything they do is praiseworthy.”  Earned self-esteem, on the other hand, is the one that is valued.  People often evaluate themselves by what they have accomplished and not by how they feel about themselves.  If something is not accomplished, then self-esteem is not built in that area.

The self-esteem theory is over fifty years over and has gradual been integrated into today’s education system.  In 1954 in Brown v. Board decision it stated that low self-esteem “affects the motivation of a child to learn, and has a tendency to retard children’s educational and mental development” (Shokraii).  The dangerous effect of this ruling involves the subjectivity of the word self-esteem.  The word was not clearly defined and thus open to interpretation.  Also, judges handed the ruling and not psychologists or experts in the education system.  Another source of self-esteem education was from Woodrow Wilson’s presidency where the Cardinal Principles were introduced (Sykes 205).  The Cardinal Principles focused less with academics and moved towards a focus on matters that dealt with the “preparation for effective living” (Sykes 205).

One of the ways self-esteem education has shown itself is through grade inflation.  Grade inflation has shown through in the last decade or two.  In Charles J. Sykes book Dumbing Down Our Kids, he reports of how the “teachers want to raise the self-esteem and feel-good attitude of students… to use grades as a motivator and they try to placate parents, education administrators, and other education stakeholders in the communities.”  This clearly indicates how grades are no longer based on achievement but rather the result of self-esteem.  Sykes also presents the fact that the College Board reports that the percentage of students that had an average grade of A rose from 28% to 32% between 1987 and 1994 while scores fell by six to fifteen points.  The SAT verbal scores have dropped from a mean of 478 in 1962 to 423 in 1994… the SAT mean math score has fallen from 502 to 479 (Sykes 148).  Prominent Yale University computer scientist, David Gelertner, explains how schools are afraid to tell children to work.  It is easier to give the people what they want then to have to explain to everyone why someone did not receive the best grade.  In Sykes’s book, he reports that eighty-five percent of state teachers in New York admit to pressure by school administrators to raise grades and two-thirds of them admit that parents have pressured them into giving higher grades.  With such a high percentage in such a large state, it is noticeable to see a trend.

Many people have proved that there is no correlation between self-esteem and academics, which makes self-esteem education useless and wrong.  A good point to bring up is the idea of how many writers or artists that are considered great had high self-esteem.  On the contrary, people such as Emily Dickinson and Edgar Allan Poe had low self-esteem, the former was even a recluse and the latter was depressed.  Also important to observe is that some people who have high self-esteem are noted successful inner-city drug dealers (Vitz). Bullies, too, often do not have low self-esteem so there should not be a fear that those with low self-esteem would become violent.  Australian researchers B. C. Hansford and J. A. Hattie found a slim correlation between self-esteem and academics, but showed that with better research, there is less significant connection between global self-esteem and academic literature (Shokraii).  Another professional, psychologist Robin Dawes, has shown the lack of correlation between academic self-esteem and academic accomplishment (Hirsch 87).  Schofield explains that “Taking help from an academically advanced peer is not like getting assistance from a teacher, whose formal role is that of helper and whose superior knowledge poses no threat to one’s self-esteem ” (92).

In addition to research proving that there is no correlation between global self-esteem and academic achievement, it has been proven that many other factors are more important then global self-esteem.  Sykes writes that when a researcher added a measure of self-esteem to other predictors of academic achievement that included such variables such as social class and intelligence, self-esteem accounted for only an additional three percent of the variation in academic performance (101).  Thomas Moeller, a psychology professor at Mary Washington College examined students that were in grades six and higher concluded “academic achievement is more closely related to academic self-concept than to global self-concept” (Shokraii).  It is more important that children are able to build up the earned self-esteem because “the image that children have of themselves is formed by how well they do, rather than the other way around” (Sykes 101).  Also, academic performance in adolescents has been linked to social activities and not global self-esteem.  Global self-esteem has been given more then it deserves or even has earned credit for.

In the current system, there are many ways that the self-esteem education system has been integrated.  One way is that students are allowed to spell close to the standard word because it shows that they can attempt spelling and will eventually correctly spell.  In math, students are allowed to work cooperatively and when they reach an agreement on what answer is right, the answer is accepted because the group accepted it.  The concrete answers are not enforced, but rather creativity is given more focus (Sykes 10).  In 1989 the national Council of Teachers of Mathematics even changed the math standard so that children will be more likely to have a positive view towards math rather than knowing math (Sykes 117).  According to the 1992 “Writing Report Card,” a test which rates students’ ability to write on a scale of one to six, it found that about one in thirty American children earned a score of five or six, leaving the rest earning lower (Sykes 129).  In addition, it has been found that only one high school junior out of fifty can write well enough to meet national goals (Sykes 129).  

In literature, many new strategies were incorporated into the education system to comply with the self-esteem theory.  In reading, textbooks are given a standard so that so many stories have a lead woman character or a lead minority character.  This system eliminates literature because of its bias.  With this system, many of the classics and traditional material has been replaced with “not great literature (Sykes 137).  Readers are books that have existed since the earliest times of the United States and continue to be used today.  Readers nowadays are not as great as they were before.  Today’s readers used in fourth and fifth grades are written at a level below the mean LEX score for “funnies and comics” (Sykes 129).  The LEX scale measures the difficulty of reading for materials.  Readers that are used in middle school are simpler then those used before World War II.  The sentences have been shortened from an average of twenty words per sentence to fourteen words per sentence noted by Hayes and Wolfer (Sykes 129).   Literacy has even been redefined to mean one has a feeling of self-worth and importance; respect for others and desire for learning (Sykes 97).

Self-esteem based education system is practiced all over the country.  The increase popularity of the system ahs expanded due to many causes, but these schools are present.  The switch to this system is also very convenient for the school administration that is in trouble.  In Milwaukee where the average G.P.A. of high school students was around A D, the administration decided to change its focus and to deal with a readiness to work not work on the concrete like reading and math (Sykes 248).  Self-esteem based education system is sometimes also referred to as Outcome Based Education.  In this system the main problem is that the ethical values used to measure for the acceptable outcomes is very subjective, it is not according to a standard of what the outcome for a system should be.

Self-esteem based education systems have a very deteriorating effect on the students that go through this kind of system.  Bushman of Iowa State University and Baumeister of Case Western University stated in a study in Journal of Personality and Social Psychology that college students become violent on the reception of criticism.  Children who go through self-esteem based education systems are not used to receiving criticism and so become defensive upon the reception of such remarks (Rochester).  USA Today even reports, “other studies show that programs created to promote self-esteem among elementary school students actually produce less of it than those designed to improve academic performance” (Shokraii).  This reinforces the idea that earned self-esteem is better than global self-esteem.  The U.S. Department of Education declares that more than eighty percent of all public colleges and seventy percent of all private colleges now offer remedial instruction (Rochester).  The pre-college education systems are allowing students who have not showed satisfactory achievement in a subject to continue and so they struggle in college.  Not so long ago, the California Task Force to Promote Self-esteem conducted a study and found that higher self-esteem does not produce better intellectual performance nor does it lower undesirable social outcomes, which include teen pregnancy and drug use (D’souza).  

The self-esteem theory also has direct effects on the students that are involved.  In hypocrisy, students who receive honors for intelligence are attacked while children with great athletic talent or good looks are commended without an argument.  Also, there is more time dedicated to the sports teams and athletic based extra-curriculars then there is to the more academic based extra-curriculars.  To add to the hypocrisy, bright students are either bored or they are barred from competing because the system is trying to make the other students “feel better” while at the same time alienating the bright students and lowering the bright students’ self-esteem because they cannot compete in what they want to.  In a 1989 international study, Korean students scored highest in Math while Americans were the lowest, but Americans ranked the highest in self-judged mathematical ability, while Koreans were among the lowest.  The study points out that American students are not competitive worldwide; in fact they are behind many nations.  William Damon, an educational psychologist at Brown University warns that global self-esteem can lead children to have “an exaggerated, though empty and ultimately fragile sense of their own powers or a distrust of adult communications and self-doubt” (Shokraii).  Others have warned that high self-esteem may actually even lead to overconfidence, narcissism, and unable to do hard work.  In addition, it is warned that using self-esteem methods, students may grow up to face reality and find that they are ignorant and that the adults responsible for teaching them have lied to them thus lowering their self-esteem in the long run (Vitz).  Since the mid 1960’s there has been a rise in new disabilities.  The “learning disabled” children account for about seven to fifteen percent of American school children.  Although some are due to neurological factors, others have no signs as to why they are classified under “learning disabled.”  The creation of the new disabilities is an excuse for poor methods of teaching  (Sykes 187).  Another deleterious effect is that “African-American males living in impoverished neighborhoods are more likely to turn violent if schools bombard them with unearned praise” (Shokraii).  In the not so distant past, the College Board lifted SAT scores translating 425 to mean 500.  In response to questions of why they did this, the College Board responded by explaining that the mean has fallen because many more “minority” students are now taking the SAT tests (Hirsch 101).  The inflation of students’ self-esteem through this score inflation can result in students becoming overconfident.  The self-esteem theory also forgets that different aspects motivate different kinds of students.  In the Demosthenes effect, some are motivated by their inabilities, notably Napoleon and his short stature (Vitz).  

The switch to the self-esteem theory has deleterious effects on the world around it, too.  In economics, about thirty billion dollars is spent annually on workers’ training and companies are losing on average about twenty-five to thirty billion dollars a year because of workers’ weak reading and writing skills (Sykes 22).  In the movement back to academic rewarded systems, these spendings would drastically decrease, saving companies and workers money.  The country itself is affected by the self-esteem based education system.  Foreigners come to the Untied States understanding that the universities in the country are of the highest caliber because it focuses on accuracy of knowledge.  The foreigners also understand that the k-12 system leans towards the “banking theory of schooling,” which deals with the self-esteem theory, and are very hesitant to send children into the k-12 system.

The alternative to self-esteem based education systems is academic rewarded based systems.  This system has proved itself useful in many ways.  In China and Japan where their education systems are noted worldwide use this system.  Also, the Jesuits and the Marines are famous for degrading the enlisters and then turning them out well prepared for the problems that the world has to offer to them.  The Jesuits and the Marines are not worried about self-esteem based education systems, but more on what is being taught and how well it is being taught.  In American society, the most respected teachers are those that are coaches.  Coaches teach but have expectations on what the person gives and rarely cares about self-esteem.  

Self-esteem based education systems are the causes of the lower quality of education, to reverse this adverse effect; a move towards academic rewarded based systems.  The self-esteem theory brought upon by Woodrow Wilson and the Brown v. Board of Education ruling has become integrated into today’s American education system.  As a result, students are overconfident but not apt to deal with real world situations.  The move towards academic reward based system, rewarding students because of academic achievements, would actually be beneficial.  It would increase knowledge, with knowledge being power, and it would also save the country a lot of money.  

