	
	
	



Melina Sullivan
What is my experience of self-esteem and self-worth in relation to academic achievement? - a heuristic inquiry
Heuristic inquiry is a qualitative research method which involves the researcher becoming personally involved in the process, using phenomenological investigation to understand a chosen phenomenon (Brisola & Cury, 2016). Its power is believed to lie in its potential for disclosing truth; knowledge is formed through an exhaustive process that incorporates self-searching and creative presentations of experience (Douglass and Moustakas, 1985). The process involves six phases (Moustakas, 1990); choosing the topic – known as initial engagement - is the first phase and is born out of a desire and drive to discover a “fundamental truth regarding the meaning and essence of one’s own experience” (Moustakas, 2001, pp.265). This determination and readiness to investigate a chosen phenomenon is considered key to maintaining the researcher’s engagement and interest during the remainder of the process (Brisola & Cury, 2016). Immersion, the second stage, sees the researcher ‘living’ the topic, becoming consumed by it and intimately involved with it (Moustakas, 1990). Next, the incubation phase draws on intuition, tacit knowledge, indwelling and, frequently, unconscious processing (Polanyi, 1966) which enable the researcher to engage in a search for patterns and new meanings to better comprehend the topic; this leads to the illumination stage, in which new awareness and insight is brought to the fore (Brisola & Cury, 2016). The explication stage follows, which is similar to experiential focusing (Gendlin, 1996), involving self-searching and reflexivity surrounding the research topic (Brisola & Cury, 2016). Finally, creative synthesis sees the presentation of what has emerged through the previous phases of research, a realisation of the essence of the phenomenon (Moustakas, 1990). In essence, the heuristic process invites the researcher to surrender to feelings evoked in an experience, which takes them to aspects of self unknown to them in everyday consciousness, with the result being self-transformation through new understanding and awareness (Moustakas, 1990). Despite the different stages to the heuristic process outlined by Moustakas, West (2001) asserts that this type of research is neither linear nor follows a rigid framework, while Moustakas (1990) maintains that the researcher must relate each method or procedure back to the question. 
Using heuristic inquiry, the research question I formulated emerged from an event which took place during the first term of my master’s university course. The aim of the research was to document and understand my reaction to the phenomenon since it had a destabilising effect on me at the time and the intensely raw and painful emotions triggered by it puzzled me, as well as those close to me. I sought to explore my phenomenological experience of the situation with curiosity in the hope of uncovering some subjective truth which would help to explain my reaction. I found the best way to re-experience the event was through retrospective journaling; the following narrative is my account of what happened and the emotions I experienced as a result:
I was working on my second assignment of the academic year in the university library when a friend from my course contacted me to say the results of our first one were about to be released. I had tried hard with the assignment and felt nervous anticipation as I watched the minutes tick away to 12 o’clock. As my results page was loading on the computer I received another message from her. “76%!!!!!!!!”, it said. As I looked up at the computer screen I saw my mark: 62%. I felt an emptiness in the pit of my stomach as I sensed my cheeks burning and felt I was almost being swallowed up by shame. During the next week I felt demoralised and despondent, unable to concentrate on the next assignment (and feeling there was no point anyway). But the most prominent feeling was high anxiety, almost to a state of panic, that I was simply not good enough to continue on the course (and also why should I bother trying?) I felt the anxiety in my chest day and night for days. I felt I had been dragged into a competition with my peer that I could not “win” and the idea that this comparison would continue with future marks filled me with fear and dread. I also felt confused as to why she would “show off” in this way – with such a good mark she must have known on some level I was unlikely to do better? I perceived a lack of sensitivity on her part, which was hurtful.
Before proceeding any further, it is important to acknowledge any ethical issues that may arise through undertaking this type of research. It is likely that strong emotions may emerge due to the in-depth nature of the study and the fact that it is concerned with the self, which may cause distress and impact negatively on the process. This is in line with the BACP’s Ethical Framework (2018, pp. 6) which highlights the importance of counsellors ensuring that their wellbeing “is sufficient to sustain the quality of the work”. However, I felt there had been a positive change since the incident had taken place – my marks had improved to a standard I was happy with, and I therefore felt more at ease and confident in the academic world than previously. Also, marks were no longer being shared among my peers, so I felt no competitive pressure. I also felt that the passing of time (it had been more than a year) had created enough “distance” to ameliorate any distress that may arise during my research; I felt safe enough to explore difficult topics, plus I had the additional benefit of being able to take any issues to personal therapy, therefore I felt there was an ethically sound footing on which the process could unfold. The data amassed take the form of personal reflections and observations along with retrospective journaling, culminating in a letter expressing further observations which form a foundation for positive future change. Reviews of academic literature were also carried out to support my findings.
After choosing the phenomenon I wished to explore, I set about deciding on a research question. The emotions linked to my experience felt like a tangled ball of wool at first and I had to immerse myself in them in order to pull out a “thread” I felt particularly drawn to on which to base my study, therefore the immersion part of the process began for me before the question was decided. “Not feeling good enough” was the aspect of my experience which seemed to have the most emotional “pull” so I decided this would be the main theme, equating it with poor self-esteem or self-worth. Then, acknowledging the context in which it had occurred (academia), I was able to formulate my question: “What is my experience of self-esteem and self-worth in relation to academic achievement?” I wanted to know where these powerful emotions had come from, what they were driven by, why they had had such a negative effect on me. I felt they were rooted in my primary school experience but nothing obvious sprang to mind. Confirmation of links to early childhood came in the form of a visualisation exercise in which my university class was asked to imagine our research question being delivered to our doorstep in a box; we had to take the box inside, choose whether we wanted to open it and, if we did, what we found. I imagined myself opening the box, which was a wooden shoebox-sized box, gently lifting out my “self-esteem/worth” (my question had not been fully formed at this point but I knew these aspects of self would play a prominent role) and cradling it in both hands as if it was a baby bird. Then I put it back inside the box, pushing the box underneath they sofa as far back as it could go, where no-one would find it. When I relayed this to my tutor she immediately suggested “inner child” links, which cemented my resolve to discover more.
I began by asking myself “What does self-esteem mean to me?” Using a mind map, my first thoughts linked self-esteem to feelings of pride, success, achievement and appreciation, followed by validation and judgement; however, the latter seemed to come from deeper within and felt uncomfortable to sit with. Reflecting on this in the context of my experience I wondered how much my self-esteem depended on others’ opinions and perceptions (tutors and peers); does being judged capable and competent - whether through marks awarded or compared - give me validation that I am “good enough”? Does everyone feel this way to some degree? Or am I unhealthily reliant on others for my own self-esteem and, consequently, my self-worth? The irony of depending on others for how much or little I value these parts of my “self” was not lost, yet the more I tried the idea on for size, the better it seemed to fit. I was reminded of conditions of worth (Rogers, 1959), the conditions an individual believes they must meet in order to be accepted as worthy; they are imposed on us by others and internalised so that we live our lives by them, and are also potentially damaging to our self-worth as we strive to meet expectations that may be unrealistic. For example, we may learn at a young age that our teachers expect very high standards from us and if these are not maintained we may think we are inadequate. Such a condition of worth signifies that our locus of evaluation is external rather than internal; our values and standards depend on others’ judgements and expectations rather than our own (Rogers, 1951). This seemed to resonate, however I felt there was something missing. Re-examining my experience and the areas of “judgement” I had perceived within in - my tutor’s “judgement” in the marks we were both given and how I perceived my peer’s “judgement” of my mark - was a third dimension which loomed large; my own “judgement” of my mark. One part of me believed it was good, a decent start to my master’s course, however another part seemed intent on overriding that with negativity, shouting down any rational beliefs, and a third part believed the self-criticism that I was simply not good enough. The self-dialogue coming from these seemingly multiple sources could be attributed to various ego states. In terms of transactional analysis (Berne 1968), what I experienced could be described as a three-way conflict split; my ‘adult’ ego state believed the mark was good, however my ‘critical parent’ was hypercritical and disparaging, leaving my ‘adapted child’ cowed and ashamed. It seems permissible that my adapted child strives for excellence, or her idea of it, in order to silence her critical parent but this incident had the opposite effect; the critical parent decided the mark was not good enough, therefore the criticism was deafening. Interestingly, when I considered the “voice” of the critical parent it did not feel parental but authoritarian, like a stern but respected head teacher. But why, and where had this self-criticism come from?
The incubation stage coincided with my mother coming across an old school project I had done when I was about 8 or 9 on the theme of dance. I have ambivalent feelings about my primary school; as an adult I feel it was quite a pressurised environment that was too heavily focused on academic achievement but as a child I seemed to enjoy it, perhaps because I did not know any different. The discovery of the project sparked a vivid memory and a glimmer of clarity which I then wrote about in the form of a retrospective journal:
I am 10 years old and I am about to leave primary school. It is a private school which admits boys but they have to leave when they are about 7 so from then on it is girls only. The headmistress is quite scary and wears a cloak, no-one wants to disappoint her and we’re all afraid of her. We have tests every morning called Daily 10. I try really hard and I am about third cleverest in my class. I am friends with everyone in my class, we go to each others’ houses sometimes and some of them are huge with swimming pools. We live in a terraced house and don’t have a swimming pool but I don’t mind because I am as clever as they are. I’m going to comp in September with a couple of other girls in my class, the others are going to boarding school. We had an awards ceremony near the end of term for those who are leaving. I was excited about it because I did a really good end of term project on the colour black and I thought I would get a best project award for it. It took ages to do and my teacher said it was excellent, she even told my parents at parents’ evening how good it was. On the day of the awards everyone got one except for me and my friend Kerri. Even Victoria got one for dancing and she is bottom of the class. Georgina won the award for best project, she did hers on Egypt because that’s where she went on holiday. I’ve never been on a plane but I know Egypt is a long way away. I was very upset that I didn’t win the best project award when I’d tried so hard and everyone said how good it was and I tried hard not to cry in front of everyone. My teacher thought everyone was better than me at something. They must be. I’m not good at anything.
I found it easy to bring this memory back into awareness but the heuristic process enabled me to link it to my more recent experience and the subject of this inquiry. As a result I believe the seed of not feeling good enough was sown then, when I was a 10-year-old, eager-to-please schoolgirl who had tried so hard but whose efforts were not rewarded or validated. Interestingly, reflecting on my time at comprehensive school and then at university, it is apparent I simply gave up trying to do well, which led me to conclude that this was because of my experience at the end of primary school. It seemed to make sense that I did not try because I did not want to be disappointed by not doing as well as my peers, and if others’ marks were better than mine it was because they put in the effort, which I considered acceptable. It also meant there was no element of competition between myself and them; I had effectively taken myself out of the “race”. My grades were average, or slightly above, I never failed anything but did enough work to just about get by. At university, when I was in danger of failing in my third year, I worked hard on a psychology module and achieved a handful of A-grades which was enough to help me graduate with an average degree. Knowing I had not applied myself as well as I could have was one of the reasons I decided to return to higher education; I knew I could have done better and I wanted to prove it. At the time, I felt my life had reached a crossroads; I was doing a job which I had fallen out of love with, plus it had no long-term future; I had also become a mother and turned 40 - both milestones which made me reassess my future. Perhaps I chose a new path that I felt was worthy enough for me to make an effort for again, and I wanted to feel I could be good at something new. Although a combination of all of these factors led me to begin a new journey into higher education, what I did not realise was that in an educational context, I was still that 10-year-old child seeking validation and recognition that I was good enough. Therefore my experience in the library some 23 years later was, in essence, history repeating itself. The high standards I set myself when I want to achieve something or do well are a result of those set for me at a primary school which groomed pupils for boarding school and successful careers; the girl whose school project “beat” mine to the award when we were 10 is now a barrister after attending Cheltenham Ladies’ College, is fluent in French and German and is also a classically-trained actress. Likewise, the “competition” I more recently felt I was being “dragged into” was another throwback to my early school experience. It also felt “right” that the critical parent voice I had experienced was not a person but instead represented the ethos, values and academic standards of my primary school as a whole.
At this point I turned to the literature in order to qualify some of my thoughts, starting with definitions of self-esteem, which Rosenberg (1965) described as how much or little an individual values themselves. High self-esteem leads to feelings of self-acceptance and self-worth, which enables individuals to feel more competent in their abilities (Rosenberg, 1965). Conversely, low self-esteem is linked to low self-worth and individuals having little self-confidence in succeeding at tasks or achieving goals (Jones & Buckingham, 2005). According to Maricutoiu et al. (2012), self-esteem is only affected by outcomes in a specific area that the individual considers important. For example, Crocker & Park (2004) support that some individuals base their self-esteem on specific contingencies such as academic competence or the approval of others (Crocker & Park, 2004); in other words, the domain they believe is most relevant to their self-esteem and must master in order to be a worthy person (Schöne, Tandler & Stiensmeier-Pelster, 2015). Success in that domain increases self-esteem for those whose self-esteem in strongly contingent (i.e. depends on it), while failures have the opposite effect (Crocker et al., 2003). Therefore individuals with contingent self-esteem have self-esteem which is vulnerable or fragile (Sanchez & Crocker, 2005; Crocker & Park, 2004). In an academic context, students whose self-worth depends on their academic performance are likely to be vulnerable to fluctuating self-esteem depending on their grades; if worse than expected they may question whether they belong on their course (Lawrence & Smith, 2017). In addition, self-esteem is considered to be especially at risk if it requires validation and that validation is beyond the individual’s control. This is believed to lead to maladaptive pursuit of self-esteem (Park & Crocker, 2005), which then produces further fragile self-esteem and can negatively impact on mental and physical health (Schöne, Tandler & Stiensmeier-Pelster, 2015).
Through the research I was able to conclude that self-worth is the internal sense of being good enough and worthy of belonging with others, while self-esteem relies on external factors such as successes and achievements to define worth, hence self-worth is dependent on self-esteem. Students with low self-esteem may view their grades as a judgement of their value or worth as a person because they stake their self-worth on their academic performance and are prone to swings in self-esteem if grades are better or worse than anticipated. Plummeting self-worth and self-esteem could affect their sense of belonging on their course, as well as their psychological wellbeing. The literature served to provide clarity on my experience; my self-esteem was contingent on academic performance, such was the need to prove myself in this arena. The fragility of my contingent self-esteem meant that failure to do well enough (by my own standards, linked to childhood experience and my critical parent) meant I had not been validated as capable and competent, causing a drop in self-esteem and, consequently, self-worth. This was exacerbated by my peer’s sharing of marks; the fact she had achieved a much higher result “confirmed” I was not good enough and should rethink my place on the course. So dramatic was the drop in self-esteem and self-worth that my mental health was affected by the anxiety it caused.
Competition or, more appropriately, a desire to avoid competition, also emerged as a theme through the heuristic process and was also explored within the literature, with enlightening results. Fear of failure or looking bad and the need to meet others’ high expectations have been suggested as motives for avoiding competitive situations (Franken & Brown, 1995). Moreover, a key reason for competition avoidance is believed to be because competing involves evaluation (Franken & Prpich, 1996). Being evaluated and coming up short against another’s performance resonated with me in terms of both experiences highlighted in this study; I was able to acknowledge that this may have led to withdrawing effort in secondary school – a metaphorical injured animal going away to lick its wounds sprang to mind – and how fearful I was about becoming involved in a situation in later years that effectively involved a comparison of ability evaluated by another (competition). It has been suggested that some students use “self-handicapping” strategies such as deliberately withdrawing effort so that if their grades are low, it is because they did not try, rather than being due to a lack of ability (Midgley, Arunkumar & Urdan, 1996). Evidence suggests self-handicapping strategies are used as a self-presentation strategy rooted in a desire to appear worthy and able to others (Baumeister & Scher, 1988), with the motivation being to protect self-esteem (McCrea & Hirt, 2001). Furthermore, individuals are more likely to self-handicap if they anticipate public comparison of results (Kimble, Kimble & Croy, 1998), believing that doing well without trying shows ability and failing after trying hard is a sign of lack of ability (Nicholls & Miller, 1984). This research certainly appears to tie in with my experiences in secondary school where I “gave up” trying to achieve high grades. It had always seemed like an unconscious decision but now appears to have a been a kind of purposeful disengagement from the academic arena which was likely to have been a means of protecting my self-esteem after the primary school incident. It follows, then, that re-engaging with learning and trying hard once again would of course put my self-esteem at risk, compounded by the sense that it was possibly “stuck” in the context of a 10-year-old child’s mindset.
The heuristic process has been incredibly valuable since it has enabled me to draw parallels between two separate and previously unlinked powerfully emotional experiences. It has brought awareness and understanding in relation to how and why my own self-esteem is contingent in the realm of education and academia through these experiences, plus the impact that contingent self-esteem has had on my self-worth, therefore I believe my research question has been answered. The process has also brought into my awareness how I had previously used strategies to protect my contingent self-esteem in this domain, such as withdrawing effort. I also realised my belief that there had been positive change within me since the incident which sparked this inquiry was in fact a falsehood; all that had happened was that the triggers (sharing marks, lower marks than anticipated) had been removed. However, as Rogers (1959, pp. 190) noted, every theory involves “an unknown (and perhaps at that time unknowable) amount of error and mistaken inference”; I could not have known at the time that as the process unfolded this theory would be proven wrong. Nonetheless, new awareness and knowledge that my self-esteem is vulnerable in the context of academia will undoubtedly be beneficial should I continue to pursue this path in the future. Learning to treat my 10-year-old inner child with compassion rather than criticism in this arena will also be a work in progress and an issue to potentially explore in personal therapy - chair work could be an especially useful approach to address my critical parent and give my adapted child a voice - and also in addressing conditions of worth and attempting to shift my locus of evaluation from external to internal. Additionally, the process has cemented for me, with some sadness, the knowledge that so many of us carry with us wounds from childhood that may seem insignificant but can have such a sudden an unexpected impact on our lives in adulthood if unrecognised and unaddressed.
The heuristic process also unexpectedly highlighted how my contingent self-esteem had potentially impacted on my decisions as a parent. I recalled a recent conversation with my mother in which she innocently asked if I would be sending my daughter to dance classes. The idea of my four-year-old being judged against other girls, and by other girls, flew into my mind and gave rise to anger and anxiety. I was vehemently against the idea; the last thing I wanted was to put her in a situation in which she might feel inadequate and, interestingly, I assumed she would indeed feel that way. The process has enabled me to link this experience with the themes of this inquiry and, to conclude my study, I decided to write my daughter a letter expressing my feelings, concerns and hopes for the future:
Dear Romy, 
You are a boisterous, noisy, curious, mostly confident, sometimes shy, frequently stubborn four-year old and it is a joy to watch you grow and develop and form friendships during your first year of school. I wish I could promise you only positive and happy life experiences, and it scares me that I might not always be able to protect you from negativity and hurt. I have come to realise that my fears have sometimes clouded my decisions as a parent – my refusal to take you to ballet classes was because I was worried you might start to compare yourself to the other girls in the class and feel inferior or as if you were not good enough. That is the last thing in the world I would want. I realise I have an overwhelming need to protect you from anything that may dampen your self-confidence, dent your self-esteem or damage your sense of self-worth and this is because of things that have happened to me. You are my only child and I know I will make mistakes as a parent but I will try my best not to project my insecurities onto you in the guise of protection because I risk depriving you of opportunities and experiences you may enjoy – I must recognised that you are your own person – you are not me – and you will no doubt have your own insecurities – ones which are different to mine. I accept that I cannot protect you from everything in life but I hope with all my heart that any negativity and hurt you experience will not destroy how much you value yourself. 
Love Mummy xxx
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