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What’s Authenticity,  
and What Is It to Me?

Learning Spotlight

Explore these ideas:

• Authenticity is the alignment between our inner selves and the
personas we present to the world.

• It is a subjective process tied to well-being, motivation, and relation- 
ships.

• It is not a fixed characteristic but an ongoing practice of self- 
discovery and expression.

• Practicing authenticity supports psychological health and pro-
vides children with tools to know and value themselves.

Practice Spotlight

Put these ideas into practice:

• Engage in self-reflection through self-portraits.
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• Practice being WHOLE:

• Be a Witness to your full self.
• Be Honest about strengths and struggles.
• Be Open to growth.
• Be Loving toward yourself.
• Be Expressive of your inner truth.
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Growing a Self

Learning Spotlight

Explore these ideas:

• What is the relationship between how we know our selves and what 
we know about our selves?

• Early development lays the foundation for self-knowledge: Infants 
learn through sensory and social experiences, distinguishing
between people and objects and forming expectations of others.

• William James’s concepts of the I-self (the knower) and the Me-self 
(the known) frame this process.

• As language emerges, children begin using “I,” “me,” and “mine,”
enabling more complex self-concepts.

• Over time, autobiographical memory, family stories, and social
interactions help children construct personal identities.

• Throughout childhood, supportive adults play a critical role as
developmental partners, serving as reliable, empathetic, and non- 
judgmental mirrors with which children can create authentic
self-narratives.
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Practice Spotlight

Put these ideas into practice:

• Reflect on your own self-perception by creating a map of your jour-
ney from childhood to adulthood.

• Work on becoming an effective developmental partner for the
children in your life by cultivating curiosity and unconditional
positive regard. This allows us to enter the child’s world with the
wonder it deserves and to learn from and with the child.

• Learn to be mindful of the way we speak with children.
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To See and Be Seen

Learning Spotlight

Explore these ideas:

• Socialization and our needs for belonging and for autonomy shape
our development and our perception of ourselves.

• Research from cognitive and educational psychologists, including 
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs and Deci and Ryan’s self-determination 
theory, shows that social connectivity is of deep importance to
our mental and emotional well-being and can have physiological
influences as well.

• Connectivity is an innate human desire, and it informs how we
develop our sense of self and interpret our inner states.

• A sense of autonomy, on the other hand, allows us to live authen-
tically and in alignment with this inner state.

• As we develop from infancy into childhood and adolescence, the
needs for connection and individual growth are often in direct con- 
flict. What is most beneficial from parents, teachers, and mentors is 
to provide our unconditional understanding and encouragement.
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With this support, children are free to develop their autonomy and 
social relatedness in tandem, because their other psychological 
needs are met.

Practice Spotlight

Put these ideas into practice:

• Reflect on the social fabric of your life by mapping your connec-
tions with family, friends, colleagues, and other communities.

• Consider how your social connections influence your ability to be 
authentic.

• Help the children in your life begin to reflect on what communities 
they belong to and how they feel in each.
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You’ve Got to  

Be Carefully Taught

Learning Spotlight

Explore these ideas:

• Ideas about children and childhood that permeate our social envi-
ronments affect the ways we come to think of ourselves.

• Children rely on adults to support their self-discovery, yet many
adults carry limiting ideas of children that can distort children’s
self-image in this process.

• Our common perception of children is that they are adults in train-
ing and, therefore, incomplete, deficient, and separate from the
real world.

• Terms such as “adultism” and “childism,” which began to enter
public discourse in the late 1970s, describe the innate imbalance
of power between adults and children and the ways some adults
exercise their power unfairly because of these societal perceptions.

• For children, the experience of being consistently “lesser than”
has profound effects on their self-image. Most people carry these
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insecurities of childhood into adulthood, which they then use to 
inform their treatment of young people.

• It is our responsibility to halt the cycle of distorting socialization
and validate the lived experiences of the children in our lives.

Practice Spotlight

Put these ideas into practice:

• Consider how positive and negative interactions with adults
affected your perception of yourself as a child and of children in
general.

• Examine how attitudes, opinions, or judgments you formed in child- 
hood as a result of interactions with adults have expressed them-
selves in your life and in your relationships with children.

• Consider how your social connections influence your ability to be 
authentic.

• One of the best things we can do to help children explore their
inner worlds is to ask them what it is like for them to be a child.

• Ask children about their positive and negative interactions with
adults and encourage them to express how these interactions
affect them and the way they see themselves.
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5
So Many Reasons 

to Hide

Learning Spotlight

Explore these ideas:

• Societal messages interact with children’s lived experiences to
influence their perceptions of themselves.

• Shame, which paradoxically evolved to protect social connections, 
is a highly corrosive emotion that inhibits our relationships with
others.

• We cannot shield children from shaming experiences or social
stigma, but we can and must offer them safe environments and
invitations to speak openly about these experiences.

Practice Spotlight

Put these ideas into practice:

• Explore how acceptable you feel as your authentic self.
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• Create a map of your inner universe to consider the parts of your-
self that you prize, those that you are only dimly aware of, those
you know but obscure, or those that are totally invisible to you.

• Learn to work with children’s books to start conversations that give 
children room to share their experiences. There are some wonder-
ful books for children of all ages.

• Talk openly with them about their lives and help them build a
strong, resilient relationship with their authentic selves.

• Practice how to help children think about and evaluate individual
emotions, actions, traits, characteristics, and abilities and to learn 
to avoid making global judgments about themselves.
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Never Say “Cheese”

Learning Spotlight

Explore these ideas:

• Adult expectations—sometimes as simple as telling a child to
smile for the camera—can pressure children to perform rather
than be authentic.

• These expectations, even when they come from the love and con-
cern of caregivers, can often inhibit the development of the child’s 
inner self.

• The industrialized education system imposes many limitations
and expectations through the standards and policies set in place.

Practice Spotlight

Put these ideas into practice:

• Shift toward a mindset of shaping children to produce one specific 
outcome to nurturing their growth in whatever form they take.
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• Practice using the LOVE framework (learn, open doors and win-
dows, validate, engage) as a way to foster authenticity in the 
children you care for.
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Love Starts with  

Learning to Listen

Learning Spotlight

Explore these ideas:

• Mindful interactions between children and adults—how we listen 
and respond—foster environments in which children can grow
and develop a positive, accurate sense of self.

• The prevalent societal ideas about children often lead well- 
intentioned adults to make careless comments about children’s
appearance, behavior, and abilities.

• Listening is a skill that requires intention. Empathic listening
involves giving children undivided attention, reflecting their feel-
ings, and resisting the urge to fix.

• In a culture that prizes productivity, simply “being with” children 
can feel draining but is essential for nurturing their authentic
selves.
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Practice Spotlight

Put these ideas into practice:

• Practice the Gates of Speech, a tool that encourages adults to
choose words that build trust and connection rather than shame
or objectify.

• Deepen empathic listening. Practices like looping, in which adults 
paraphrase and confirm what they’ve heard, can help children feel
understood and valued.

• Learn mindfulness practices, such as pausing, breathing, or
reflecting on daily interactions to help adults sustain meaningful
connections.

• Model these skills for children and give them opportunities to prac-
tice the Gates of Speech, empathic listening, and being mindful.

• Have you heard a well-meaning adult say something to a child that
made you raise an eyebrow? What was the comment that made you 
raise an eyebrow?
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Opening the Doors and 
Windows of Possibilities

Learning Spotlight

Explore these ideas:

• Creativity and imagination are central to children’s ability to take
ownership of their identities and futures.

• Misconceptions surrounding the value of play and creativity are
deeply rooted in our society.

• Self-guided play cultivates essential skills for lifelong learning and 
adaptability. These skills are frequently lost in adulthood if not
nourished in childhood.

• By encouraging children to explore, play, and imagine, we as
caregivers help them develop confidence, curiosity, and a sense
of agency.
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Practice Spotlight

Put these ideas into practice:

• Reframe your narrative and reclaim your own creativity and sense 
of play.

• Practice showing up authentically and playfully with children to
create a safe environment for children’s creativity to flourish.

• Help children free up their own creativity and play through fun
activities like building with blocks and doing “Raid the Kitchen”
cooking projects.
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It’s All in the Telling

Learning Spotlight

Explore these ideas:

• Humans think of their lives as stories.

• We need to strive to help children shape their life stories as auto-
biographies instead of merely living out scripts written by others.

• By encouraging children to see themselves as the major charac-
ters in their life stories, we can boost their life satisfaction and
well-being.

• In working with children, it is crucial to provide a variety of scaf-
folding to embolden their narrative identities, by asking questions 
and sharing your own life narrative.

Practice Spotlight

Put these ideas into practice:

• Practice telling your own life story through “Where I’m From”
poems.
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• Draw inspiration and courage from the life stories of people you
admire.

• Invite children to share their life stories through poems, comic
strips, and self-portraits.

• Explore books with kids that help them see themselves as heroes.

• Practice asking questions that encourage children to express being 
proud of themselves, overcoming challenges, and growing.

• Try activities such as “The Life Story Interview” and “Questions
to Unlock Stories.”
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The Soul of Authenticity

Learning Spotlight

Explore these ideas:

• Children are natural philosophers, deeply curious and eager to
engage with life’s big mysteries.

• Our role as caregivers is not to supply ready-made answers but to
help children become creators of their own meaning.

• By nurturing the “philosophical child” within, adults support
ongoing self-inquiry and evolving authenticity throughout life.
By fostering a lifelong commitment to considering the grander
questions of life, we can support children in their practice of
authenticity.

Practice Spotlight

Put these ideas into practice:

• Reconnect with the profound ideas that fascinated you as a child.
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• Learn to recognize and encourage Naturally Occurring Opportu-
nities for Kids’ Sagaciousness (NOOKS).

• Invite kids’ big questions into the classroom and the home.

• Help children engage with the big questions through philosophical 
conversations among themselves.

• Develop your personal approaches to using storybooks, online
resources, and discussion guides to create space for deep conver- 
sations.
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