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Many educators struggle with the question:
“How can one build a young person’s self-
esteem?”The process is quite simple, but imple-
mentation can be difficult. Self-esteem is built
upon experiencing success. One might view it as
a circular process.When children experience suc-
cess their self-confidence is boosted.As students’
self-confidence grows, they feel empowered to
face new challenges. As youngsters succeed in
confronting challenges, they develop the capaci-
ty to cope with whatever life throws their way.
That feeling subsequently leads to further growth
of self-confidence, self-reliance, and self-esteem.

Doorway to Success is a program I developed
in my third-grade classroom. It benefits everyone
involved.The goal of the program is to raise stu-
dent self-esteem. In so doing it has increased stu-
dent risk-taking and willingness to take on new
challenges. Doorway to Success is a year-long
program that gets parents actively involved in
their children’s academic and emotional growth.
In addition, it helps to create a healthful learning
environment in which each child’s strengths are
highlighted.

Research has also indicated the importance
of parental participation in children’s school ex-
periences. Parents are their children’s first teach-
ers.Their involvement allows them to understand
curriculum and teacher expectations. Parents can
reinforce teachers’ expectations at home, there-
fore increasing children’s ability to become suc-
cessful.

Parental involvement also increases chil-
dren’s feelings of worth.When parents are inter-
ested and involved in children’s lives, the children
feel important and loved. In our busy world,
where in many cases both parents are working or
a single parent is working, every shared experi-
ence between parent and child, no matter how
small, is an important one.

Furthermore, children’s education is perhaps
the most important experience parents can be
involved in. Children spend on average six hours

a day for 180 days in school every year. That’s
1,080 hours for each child. Parents who spend
even an hour in school a year with their children
create everlasting memories.

Last,parental involvement in school is impor-
tant in building relationships with the next most
important people in children’s lives: their teach-
ers. Close, working relationships between teach-
ers and parents create positive environments in
which success is inevitable.

Thus, the more successes and positive par-
ent-child relationships we educators can build
into students’ learning experiences and students’
capacities to feel self-sufficient, the more oppor-
tunities we will have to increase their
self-esteem. The Doorway to Success program
was designed to assist with this undertaking.

To begin I will explain why I felt Doorway to
Success was especially appropriate for third
graders in Glen Ridge. (This program may cer-
tainly be appropriate for nearly any grade level,
depending on a district’s layout and curriculum.)
The town has two primary schools, grades pre-K
through 2, and one upper-elementary school,
grades 3–6. The transition between second and
third grade is more than a mere curriculum
change; it’s a school change. The children leave
their neighborhood schools, where there are
three second-grade classes totaling approximate-
ly sixty-six students, to attend a larger school in
the center of town.There are six third-grade class-
es totaling more than 130 students.

Both parents and students feel some appre-
hension about the transition.This is one more rea-
son the Doorway to Success program was de-
veloped. Doorway to Success is a collaborative
project run by the classroom teacher.The program
has three components. The first is a special bul-
letin board on the classroom door. I create deco-
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rative stationery on my computer with different
sentence starters for each month.Then I send the
stationery home to parents for them to complete
and send back to school. Examples of some sen-
tence starters include: “My child is a superstar
because . . .”; “I’m thankful to have my child
because . . .”;and “My child makes my heart smile. . . .”

Each theme is related to the time of year it is
completed.The April stationery—“On rainy days I
enjoy spending time with __________________
because . . .”—has been designed so a sibling can
fill it out.The responses by the parents are heart-
warming. Parents have included chronicles of
their children’s kindest gestures, such as donating
time to work in soup kitchens,giving their toys to
people who are less fortunate than they, and giv-
ing up pets for adoption. Other parents simply
state the little things they love about their chil-
dren: how they take care of younger siblings or
pets, wake their parents every morning by
singing, always include everyone so that no child
is left out, or help the family when a parent is ill.

These loving,uplifting messages are displayed
on the door to the classroom. As the children
enter the room they stop to read the messages
written about themselves and others. When visi-
tors enter the room or walk down the hallway,
they too are captivated by the messages.The pos-
itive tone set by the parents’ physical presence in
the classroom is created and fostered by their par-
ticipation in the Doorway to Success program.

The second aspect of the program is parental
involvement as guest readers. Every week a dif-
ferent parent is a guest reader in the class. The
parent and child sit together and tell the class
why a favorite book is special to them.As the par-
ent shares the book with the class, the child takes
part in the reading.

Some parents have taken this project a step
further by teaching the class a lesson. For exam-
ple, one parent who is a chemist made home-
made slime with the class, while another taught
the class some basic sign language. Parents who
are journalists, lawyers, amateur landscapers, and
seamstresses have also taken the lead in various
lessons throughout the school year.

The memories of the special days are cap-
tured with photographs and displayed in the
room. Some parents have used the read-alouds to
take part in their children’s birthday celebrations;
other parents have shared art activities or treats
they prepared with their children. There are
many other opportunities for parents to share in

classroom activities, but read-aloud presentations
are by far the most rewarding for the children.

The third component of the program is a
“Let’s Celebrate Success” breakfast for students
and parents. In preparation for this special day,
held in June, the Doorway to Success stationery
from the year and the photos taken of the chil-
dren and their parents are made into books to
give to the children at the parent-child breakfast.
The children prepare for the breakfast by com-
posing heartfelt messages about why they love
their parents.Their paragraphs are written on cer-
tificates that include the students’digital pictures.
At the breakfast the children present the mes-
sages to their parents from the podium.This cul-
minating celebration sends the children to fourth
grade feeling proud of their accomplishments,
and the parents proud of their children.

After the breakfast parents were asked to
comment in writing about the program.The pos-
itive responses were overwhelming. One parent
wrote,“What we [the mom and dad] loved about
this project is that it was a positive experience for
all of us.” Many parents included comments like:
“Excellent idea—a great confidence booster for
kids and a reminder of the truly wonderful things
our kids do and are.”All parents who commented
agreed that the Doorway to Success program was
a wonderful opportunity to share actively in their
children’s education, increase their children’s
self-esteem, and stop to think about how special
their children are. Perhaps one parent’s comment
sums up the Doorway to Success experience
best. She wrote,“It’s amazing how one’s children
can discount or forget praise that’s doled out on
a day-to-day basis, but when it’s written for all to
see they really hear it.”

The Doorway to Success program has given
the children a positive self-concept and a feeling
of worth. During my first year of implementing
the Doorway to Success I observed less frustra-
tion among students. Children were willing to try
challenging activities and push themselves to the
next level.The words “I can’t”or “This is too hard”
are not heard in my classroom.Student test scores
have risen considerably since September as well.

All in all, the Doorway to Success program
has positively affected my students’ emotional,
social, and academic progress. I would highly rec-
ommend Doorway to Success to elementary
teachers who would like to foster a positive envi-
ronment in their classroom.


