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Abstract:

This study aims to answer the question of how low self-esteem can occur in autistic children and
analyse the various effects that it can have. In doing so, it aims to provide suggestions on how the
situation could be improved, through strategies for improving individual self-esteem, and ways of
facilitating autism-friendly schools in the hope of further improving self-esteem. The links between
issues associated with self-esteem will be used to draw conclusions and form a critical view of the
situation. A self-reflection on self-esteem will highlight how it can affect people and how it can be
improved. Therefore, conclusions will be made through consideration of different viewpoints, both
from the side of an autistic child and from the side of a non-autistic adult. This will highlight the main
issues associated with self-esteem in general, and also highlight how autistic children can be more
adversely affected by self-esteem issues. Overall, the study intends to provide a critical view by
comparing and contrasting reported research and personal experience in order to answer the
question of how important self-esteem is, and how much more important it becomes in the case of an
autistic child.
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1. Introduction

1.1 Aim

The aim of this study is to analyse the key issues associated with low self-esteem in autistic children.
Childhood is a sensitive time in which self-esteem plays an important role. However, when the child
is autistic, the situation is considerably more complicated because there are so many more issues to
feel self-conscious about. By looking into the key causes and influences on low self-esteem in autistic
children, this study aims to suggest the best ways for their self-esteem to be improved in the long-
term. Furthermore, it aims to provide ideas as to how autistic children could be included and
understood for who they are by peers, family and teachers. It supports the view that the extent to
which an autistic child experiences their autism negatively may depend on how much support they are
receiving (Olcott and Kluth 2009). Therefore, it will assert that support systems are crucial in
determining whether an autistic child experiences low self-esteem.

1.2 Focus

The focus of this study will be the influence of parents and teachers on an autistic child’s self-esteem.
Because they are very influential figures in any child’s life, it is justifiable to suggest that they play a
major role in defining the self-esteem of autistic children. The main ways in which parents and
teachers should ensure that the child’s self-esteem stays high will be discussed in depth and the areas
in which there are problems will be analysed.

2. Specific questions
1. What are the causes of low self-esteem in autistic children?

Online & Print International, Refereed, Impact factor & Indexed Monthly Journal

RET Academy for International Journals of Multidisciplinary Research (RAIJMR)



Faihan Alotaibi / International Journal for Research in Vol. 6, Issue: 10, October : 2017

Education (IJRE) (Impact Factor 1.5), ICV: 6.30 (IJRE) ISSN: (P) 2347-5412 ISSN: (O) 2320-091X

2. What are the effects of low self-esteem in autistic children?
3. What are possible strategies to improve self-esteem in autistic children?
4. How can autism-friendly schools be facilitated to support self-esteem in autistic children?

3. Low Self-esteem in Children with Autism

3.1 Causes of low self-esteem in children with autism

Although low self-esteem has not been labelled as a specific disorder, it is associated with various
clinical problems (Reinecke, 2006). Although Plomin and Asbury (2005) have asserted that self-
esteem can be something inherited genetically, it is important to consider the environmental factors
because these are the areas that can be controlled and improved. This is an especially important point
when it comes to children, because the formative nurturing in childhood will have major influences on
their self-image, self-worth and self-esteem (Gibbs and Grey, 2006). However, autistic adults and
children are constantly facing negative reactions to their difficulties in understanding social norms
(Bullimer, 2008). For a child, such reactions could certainly have a strong influence on them in their
formative years and make a long-term difference to their self-esteem. Because of the combination of
being so young and easily-influenced, as well as autistic, it is fair to argue that the effects and
consequences could be serious. Autistic children can be disapproved of and even rejected because of
their autism and the problems they have with social encounters (Bullimer, 2008). For a child, such
treatment could be very damaging to their self-esteem and especially their self-worth. For children
with autism, the risks of low-self-esteem are higher because they have more difficulties with learning
new skills, problem solving and effective social competence (Jones-Forrester and Broadhurst, 2007).

Another key cause of low self-esteem in autistic children is that their difficulties are not always
understood, which can exacerbate their problems (NAS, 1997). Attempts to understand why those
with autism spectrum disorders have problems with social interaction began in the 1980’s (Bowler
2007), however there are still frequent accounts of autistic people being misunderstood. Even when a
child’s autism is not viewed in a negative way, it is rarely viewed in a positive or even a neutral way,
but as tragic (Olcott and Kluth, 2009). Even though this is not as bad as the rejection or disapproval
discussed previously, it is certainly not encouraging if a child feels that others pity them for
something that they cannot control. Again, this places them in the category of an ‘outsider’ or ‘other’.
If self-esteem is linked with feeling accepted (Bal, 2008), then this habit of viewing autistic children
as ‘tragic’ could reduce their self-esteem as it reduces their sense of acceptance in society.
Comparisons between autistic and non-autistic children can also be detrimental (Meek, 2006).

Furthermore, the people who are central in the child’s life can also affect their self-esteem. Even
teachers can often fail to understand their autistic students (Jones-Forrester and Broadhurst, 2007).
Therefore, another cause could be treatment from figures of authority, who are quite influential. If a
child sees their teacher as someone to look up to, but the teacher is treating them in a way that
suggests the child is ‘deficient’, then the child’s self-esteem will be especially vulnerable.
Furthermore, some autistic children suffer bullying from their teachers because the teachers
misunderstand their behaviours as sneaky or disobedient (Bogdashina, 2006). Self-esteem is certainly
linked with feeling accepted, and if teachers make their young students feel excluded or different,
then there can be negative consequences. The strengths of an autistic child may be overlooked, which
is well expressed by Magnusen: “Their autism is so striking that we may see their differences before
we can appreciate their capabilities” (2005:14). This too could cause low self-esteem, because even
their strengths, which can be numerous, can be overshadowed.

Similarly, the sense of low self-esteem can be worsened if parents cannot accept the child’s autism
and appear to be constantly trying to ‘fix’ it with changing therapies and programmes because this can
also make the child feel deficient (Bal, 2008). This is a serious point, because self-esteem will not
improve if children are made to feel that they are not good enough (Notbohm, 2005). Therefore, if as
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figures of authority parents give the impression that the child is ‘deficient’, then their self-esteem
could become low.

3.2 Effects of low self-esteem in children with autism

Because self-esteem is linked to many other factors, such as self-awareness and self-acceptance, low
self-esteem can have an extended effect on these other factors. The causes for self-esteem discussed
above all involve other people, whether teachers or parents. A lack of understanding of autism by
teachers can result in autistic children having a poor self-concept and a damaged personal and social
identity (Jones-Forrester and Broadhurst, 2007). As previously discussed, teachers are figures of
authority for children. If they don’t offer support and understanding, the decrease in self-esteem can
negatively affect many other issues. A reduction in self-esteem has been described as having risks,
such as discrimination, problems adapting to new situations and communication (Jones-Forrester and
Broadhurst, 2007). Autistic children already have difficulty with communication and coping well in
new situations, and they can be discriminated against. Therefore, it is possible that if an autistic child
suffers from low self-esteem they may also face the risks associated with it. Because the risks are very
similar to problems already faced by autistic children, it could result in their autism-associated
difficulties becoming worse. For example, if an autistic child already has problems with
communication, and then their self-esteem goes down, they may then see their communication
problems worsen. The effects of autism and low self-esteem could possibly combine to make their
symptoms more severe.

This can have further effects on their social life. In some cases, autistic children have, after being
bullied, become bullies themselves in order to make up for their lack of self-esteem (Bogdashina,
2006). This can be serious because it makes the issue of social inclusion and acceptance even harder if
the child becomes a bully. Therefore, this could cause a very negative cycle, where low self-esteem
results in the child becoming a bully, and then being a bully greatly reduces the chance the child has
of gaining the acceptance they need to improve their self-esteem. However, autism spectrum disorder
theories suggest that this could be unlikely. The point that the autistic child would imitate or copy
others goes against the theory that autistic are unable to perceive others in the same way that they see
themselves (Bowler 2007).

Therefore such imitations, as well as such the ability to infer all of the social issues, are unlikely in an
autistic child. However, it is an interesting point to keep in mind. While success in school can be a
boost to self-esteem, difficulties in school can damage self-esteem and have further negative effects.
Testing systems have been criticised for failing to give credit to the achievements of children with
learning difficulties or disabilities (Meek 2006; Occult and Kluth, 2009). Autistic children often have
difficulty with tests, which can greatly damage their self-concept as well as their motivation to
succeed (Meek, 2006). It appears that, as their self-esteem is reduced when they feel they cannot
complete certain tasks, other factors are also severely affected. Self-concept and self-esteem are very
closely linked, but losing the motivation to succeed could be very damaging also. Because autistic
children experience the world differently to other children (Occult and Kluth, 2009), they often have
much more to deal with. Therefore, if the motivation to succeed is lost, it could affect their desire to
try in an environment that is already more challenging than usual. Meek (2006) noted that children
with disabilities often just gave up during exams which affected their spirit and attitude toward
learning. Again, this effect of low self-esteem in learning can be very damaging because autistic
children have additional lessons on social interaction, which comes very easily to non-autistic
children, so motivation is necessary. If their motivation suffers because of low self-esteem, it could
affect their future as a whole.

4. Implications for Educational Practice

4.1 Strategies to improve self-esteem in children with autism

Now that the causes and effects of low self-esteem have been discussed and understood, it is possible
to assert how to tackle the issues. Children with autism become intensely interested in one specific
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subject, which they tend to talk about quite a lot, which may be a way of boosting their self-esteem
(Evans and Daniels, 2006). This could be used to improve their self-esteem because it could become a
strength for them, which they could then receive praise for. Occult and Kluth (2009) discussed the
case of Cole, who had a specific interest in a security and communications system. His teacher used
this point to make him feel more comfortable in his inclusive classroom. This also shows how a
familiar point, that the child is particularly interested in, can be used to strengthen both their self-
esteem and their comfort in the class. Familiarity can also help autistic children to feel less distressed
(Moor, 2008), therefore incorporating familiar things in new lessons and interactions, whether at
home or at school, could be a useful strategy. This could increase the chance of success in learning
both academically and socially, which could improve self-esteem.

The importance of self-esteem is clear, as treatments have been created that target self-esteem as an
issue, and have had positive results with children (Reinecke et al., 2006). As discussed, self-esteem
can be improved by celebrating successes, making expectations clear and providing support (Jones-
Forrester and Broadhurst, 2007). Therefore, it is vital that parents and teachers create an environment
where they can do well so that they can succeed and receive praise for it. Furthermore, support is
vital. As well as academically, it is important that parents support their children in social situations
(Notbohm, 2005). Furthermore, Olcott and Kluth (2009), both teachers with experience of teaching
autistic children in their classes, found that the best place to develop autistic pupils’ academic skills,
as well as their life skills, was in an inclusive classroom with their non-autistic peers.

Achievement and success are linked with self-esteem (Jones-Forrester and Broadhurst, 2007), and by
allowing autistic students to take part in inclusive classes they would be more likely to succeed
academically (Olcott and Kluth, 2009). This would certainly be a major boost to their self-esteem.
Therefore, the facilitation of autism-friendly schools is important as a strategy for improving self-
esteem in autistic children. Furthermore, interaction in an environment that is very print- and
language-rich has been found to help autistic children integrate written literacy with speech (Olcott
and Kluth, 2009). It also gives the opportunity for autistic children to socialise, and for children in the
class to find ways to communicate with them. In one case, children in a class which included an
autistic child found ways to communicate with her and made the effort (Olcott and Kluth, 2009). The
need for teachers to create an inclusive, comfortable environment is therefore further defended.

This returns back to the point of acceptance. Through children finding a way to communicate with
her, it is more likely that she would feel accepted, which in turn should reduce the risk of developing
low self-esteem. Social inclusion is central to self-esteem (Jones-Forrester and Broadhurst, 2007), and
this can only really be achieved if teachers create the appropriate environment. Meeting school
standards could certainly increase the self-esteem of an autistic child, but school success depends on
the support of parents and teachers (Meek, 2006). Importantly, this must include an appreciation that
parents and teachers of autistic children should not put the same expectations on them as they do for
other children (Rogers, 2007).

4.2 Facilitating autism-friendly schools to support self-esteem in autistic children

Autism-friendly schools would certainly increase the self-esteem of autistic children because, as
discussed, a key point of self-esteem is feeling accepted. First it is important to consider practical
issues when it comes to communication. Evans and Daniels cited a study by Biklen (1990) in which it
was asserted that “90% of children with autism would be able to communicate using Facilitated
Communication and that once they were able to communicate, they would display normal to high
intelligence levels” (2006:25). The use of facilitated communication has also meant some autistic
children could be returned to regular classrooms (Evans and Daniels, 2006). Being in a regular
classroom is likely to boost self-esteem because high self-esteem depends on feeling included socially
(Jones-Forrester and Broadhurst, 2007). In this way, children with problems communicating in class
could contribute to their classes though facilitated communication. In their study of literacy classes
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and the involvement of autistic children, Olcott and Kluth (2009) also highlighted the importance of
alternative communication methods. Not only did they find many ways in which to facilitate autism-
friendly classes, but they added that it could benefit both the students and teachers. Teachers found
that they had to be more reflective in their teaching and more explicit with their instructions, which
helped the autistic students and the class as a whole. Furthermore, it prompted the teachers and
students to use multiple ways of participating in class because they were forced to consider alternative
ways of communicating (Olcott and Kluth, 2009). Again, the successes are based on the right
environment being created.

However, the success of inclusion also depends on autistic children being able to cope in social
situations. If self-esteem is linked with feeling socially included, then it is therefore likely that
learning to cope in social situations would certainly help a child’s self-esteem. There are various ways
to assist in this. It is too simplistic merely to explain how to handle different situations, and it is
thought that actually teaching lessons about social interaction would be beneficial. It would offer
more structure for the students, allow them to take pride in their achievements and use their newly
learned skills in their inclusive classes.

Visual-based strategies could be very beneficial because all children tend to be more receptive to
learning things visually. One method, called “social stories” (Reincke, 2006), co-ordinates text with
pictures so that situations which autistic children find difficult become more predictable. By studying
such pictures, the situations can be remembered and strategies applied in similar situations in future.
Because the visual sense is the strongest sense in many autistic children (Notbohm, 2005), this
strategy could be especially successful. This method uses the child’s imagination, which is an
extremely strong social tool because it allows them to imagine how others will be feeling when we
take a certain action (Moor, 2008: 221). This could help with coping in social situations, because as
well as having problems interacting verbally, they also struggle with non-verbal behaviours, such as
gestures, body postures, facial expressions and direct eye-contact (Bowler 2007). The pictures could
therefore be very useful as a marker for autistic children to assess the situation they are in.

Using the imagination also encourages children to imagine the consequences of certain actions (Moor,
2008). By combining the concept of “social stories” with the idea that imagination is a strong social
tool, it becomes clear that these types of learning strategies can be very helpful for autistic children.
Although certain social behaviours are not easy for them, they can be learned (Richman, 2006).
Because autistic children sometimes have difficulty with using their imagination (Moor, 2008), this
exercise is clearly even more beneficial because it would also encourage them to try. However,
scenarios should be realistic, familiar and simple because these factors reduce the risk of the child
feeling confusion and distress (Moor, 2008). The outcomes of such measures depend upon the skills
and attitudes of the people working with autistic children. Autistic children’s potential is often
overlooked by teachers (Bodgashina, 2006). A key point of facilitating an autism-friendly school is
promoting understanding. If autistic students receive support from their teachers at school, the
learning experience could be improved. It would be ideal if teachers were well-informed about autism
so they could better understand their students. Autistic students have many different types of learning
styles, such as sequential learners, who benefit from clear instructions and like visual organisation,
and gestalt learners, who break down information into manageable sections (Notbohm, 2005). These
are just a few of the learning styles, but the point demonstrates that autistic children require more
understanding if they are to succeed in education.

S. Conclusion

To conclude, in order for self-esteem to improve in autistic children, there must be strong support
structures that encourage and facilitate learning. This depends on a strong understanding of autism by
parents and teachers, to make sure that children are not bullied or made to feel deficient. Academic
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success is a great way to increase self-esteem, and this would be a good route to begin with.
Furthermore, the support could also help autistic children in social situations.

As discussed, Occult and Kluth (2009) found that there are various ways of including autistic children
in classrooms. However, it is still important to concentrate on lessons that are specifically necessary
for autistic children, such as social interaction awareness. With successes in inclusive classes, and
improvements in social interaction, self-esteem should certainly improve. However, if academic
achievements are to be successful, then autistic children should receive certain exemptions and
understanding. This is especially important when it comes to testing, because it is much more difficult
for an autistic child to perform under exam conditions. If these points are not given attention, then the
child may lose motivation, which can be a severe problem in both their social and academic learning.
Because home and school, parents and teachers, are all involved in the self-esteem of an autistic child,
it is important that schools and parents work together to make sure that both home and school
environments are supportive. This should also help reduce discrimination. Meek asserted: “They are
equal, but they are not the same” (Meek, 2006:297). This is an important point, because differences
do not always have to be interpreted as a negative, but can be appreciated. If autistic children are
appreciated for who they are, instead of what they cannot do, their self-esteem, and their quality of
life, could improve greatly. From experience, it is certainly true that higher self-esteem makes for a
happier, more successful life.
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