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Self-concept and Self-esteem of Bilingual students

Young English Learner students are often thrown into a public school education with little understanding of the English language or culture.  Because of this, these students lack the confidence needed to develop a positive self-concept and self-esteem.  It is crucial that ESL students have a positive experience in school so that they can have academic, social, and personal success in the future.  In order to do this teachers must teach young students grammatical competence, pragmatic competence, communicative competence, and limit affective filters.
Self-concept generally refers to “the composite of ideas, feelings and attitudes people have about themselves” (Woolfolk, 2001, 71).  Self-esteem is defined as “the value each of us places on our own characteristics, abilities and behaviors”(Woolfolk, 2001, 71).  So self-concept is a belief about who you are, and self-esteem is an evaluation of who you are.  Both Self-concept and self-esteem develop through constant self-evaluation in different situations.  For children, school is one of the main settings where this occurs.  In school children compare their performance with their own standards and with the performance of their peers, and gauge the verbal and nonverbal reactions of significant people.   

Creating a positive academic environment is particularly important for bilingual students.  ESL students often face feelings of inadequacy and failure when they are struggling with the English language. ESL students can also feel that their race, language, and ethnicity are inferior, and this can cause internalized feelings of hate and guilt.  Overall, these feelings of isolation and discrimination, and the inability to understand what is being taught in the classroom is extremely harmful to bilingual students.  Therefore teachers must work to make the classroom a positive learning environment, and must help bilingual students to build a positive self concept and self esteem.

In the first grade classroom at Norwood Elementary, the teacher uses a variety of methods to promote the development of self concept and self esteem.  With the majority of the students being Hispanic, 22 Hispanic and 2 black, the teacher works hard to create a comfortable learning environment.  
The first thing the teacher does involves the physical classroom itself.  The teacher puts up pictures, posters, and visual aids all over the walls of the room.  There are posters of the English alphabet with corresponding animals for each word, and there are stories and sentences all with corresponding pictures.  This helps students to improve their grammatical competence.  Grammatical competence “allows a person to put words in the right sentence (syntax), to pronounce and comprehend words (phonology), and derive meaning from what others say (semantics)”(Freeman, 1994, 67).  So the visual aids help bilingual students by giving them cues and reminders when speaking English.  It also allows them to visualize words, and understand their meaning.  The visual aids make it so students are constantly learning and absorbing, even if it is subconscious.  So when the students are constantly internalizing the language and have reminders in front of them, students are able to build confidence.  This confidence leads to a successful experience when learning and using the language, so students self esteem is constantly increasing.

The teacher also puts up many of the students art and assignments throughout the room.  Every student has something of theirs up on a wall, and gets to have their peers as well as themselves view their success.  This encouragement greatly increases self esteem and self concept, and encourages students to continue to participate and learn.

Overall the colors and pictures of the room create a happy and positive atmosphere that is comfortable to learn in.  The teacher continues this comfortable environment by using a lot of group learning.  In the corner of the room she has a carpet area where most of the visual aids are located.  At the beginning of class every day they have a routine where the students sit here and go over numbers, months, days, and letters.  By having a routine, and by having all the students say the words together, the students feel comfortable participating.  Because students aren’t put on the spot, the students can build up the confidence to speak the English language.  Also, students then have a support system where they can learn from each other and try things together.  While in many classrooms students are typically called on individually in front of their peers in an anxiety producing environment, this classroom is safe and protected and allows students to experiment using the language.


This group learning environment also helps to develop the student’s pragmatic competence.  “Pragmatics is concerned with the role played by nonlinguistic information, such as background knowledge and personal beliefs in our use and interpretation of sentences”(Freeman, 1994, 70).  By listening to each other students can learn how language works in the classroom and what is expected of them.  Gaining this knowledge and feeling more competent allows students to succeed and feel higher self-esteem.


Also during this part of the class, the teacher picks a “student of the day”.  This student stands in front of the clump on kids sitting on the carpet, and leads the class through the routine of numbers, weeks, days, and letters.  This student has the ability to call on people raising their hands, send disruptive kids back to their seat, and point the stick at the numbers they are reciting.  This is completely student run, and the teacher only intervenes if completely necessary.  This is extremely beneficial for the bilingual students.  It not only allows them to practice their language, but lets them experience leadership in a society that typically tells them that they are inferior.  Also, the fact that this is a repetitive routine and students already understand the drill, the student feels more comfortable leading the class even if he had trouble speaking English.  So the student gets to feel good about how the students can understand and follow him, and learns that he/she can be a leader.

This student centered activity is also helpful in developing not only grammatical and pragmatic competence, but communicative competence as well.  “The ability to speak competently not only involves knowing the grammar of a language, but also knowing what to say to whom, when and in what circumstances”(Freeman, 1994, 71).  In this activity students are forced to get up in front of their peers and communicate with them in regards to the social context of the classroom.  Developing confidence and competence in this area is crucial to the student’s success later in life.

The teacher also uses a variety of teaching methods.  She begins the class with a more relaxed, student lead, group activity, and then teaches some open court in the group setting.  During this time she calls on individual students saying “now, just for Marie”, and then has the whole class participate by saying “now, for everyone”.  This makes sure that each student has a chance to participate and feel like he/she is important and is being included.  Then the teacher has the students go to work in their workbooks quietly and individually.  This is a time when students can really focus and practice on their own.  It is also a time when the teacher can walk around and help each student individually to ensure their understanding and success.  By incorporating many different teaching methods, and taking into account different learning styles and the language barrier, the teacher makes sure that each student can learn and have a successful experience. 

Overall the teacher is using a variety of ways to create a comfortable and positive learning environment.  In effect, she is decreasing the anxiety and other barriers that inhibit learning.  Like with Chomsky’s Affective Filter Hypothesis, the teacher is trying to prevent negative factors from blocking the comprehensible input form reaching the brain.  “If the acquirer is anxious, has low self-esteem, does not consider himself or herself to be a potential member of the group that speaks the language, s/he may understand the input, but it will not reach the language acquisition device-a block, the “affective filter” will keep it out”(Krashen, 1992, 6).  So by limiting blockers, the students can learn and build the confidence needed for a positive development.

The physical classroom, the variety of teaching methods, and the overall academic environment is extremely positive and beneficial to the students.  Particularly the bilingual students are given an opportunity to participate and succeed.  By building competence levels and limiting affective filters students can gain important levels of self-esteem and self-concept that are imperative to their successful cognitive and social development.  Students must begin to feel good about themselves at this young age in order to have a happy life in the future.
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