
LISTENING 
POWER

If you want your child to be confident, listen to the small stuff, otherwise 
you might never hear the big stuff, says John Baugh, headmaster of  

the Dragon school, Oxford. Plus some thoughts on fostering resilience 
from a range of school heads from across the country
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 Confi dent girls at Cheltenham Ladies’ College 

If you are reading this, 
chances are, you are an 
adult. If not, it doesn’t 
matter – read on. Let 
me start with a question: 

When was the last time you felt 
truly confi dent? With no doubts, 
no worries – just totally sure of 
yourself in what you were doing. 
If you answered: all the time, 
right now, earlier today or only 
yesterday – then that’s excellent. 
Although I would also suggest 
you are quite a rare person. 
If we are honest in the way 
we choose to evaluate our 

emotions, I suspect that all of us, regardless of what we are 
doing in our lives, remain on a spectrum that ranges from 
pretty unsure of ourselves to reasonably confi dent. I have 
probably never met anyone that I could be sure had the 
total self-confi dence described above. 

Yet self-confi dence is one of the most important qualities 
that we would like to see in ourselves and in our children. 

It’s the ability to hold a conversation, to remain a reassuring 
presence within a group of people facing diffi culty or 

uncertainty, with the power to instill in others a confi dence 
that is lacking. It’s the inner strength to look people in the eye – 

when was the last time you experienced this while shaking hands 
in greeting or farewell? We all face uncertainty and insecurity 
at times. If we recognise that in ourselves, we cannot expect our 
children to grow into the all-conquering, super confi dent, eternally 
resilient adults we are not.

For those of us who work with children – either as teachers or 
as parents – there must be things we can do to help young people 
gain in confi dence, resilience or grit. There must be plans and 
programmes we can put in place to help children grow towards 
this sureness of self that we so badly want for them. Surely someone 
has come up with something we can all do in school and at home 
to help set young people on a path of self-assurance, certitude 
and positive self-esteem? Of course, there are so many buzzwords 
emerging in correlation with this growing discussion. Just google 
‘developing confi dence in children’, or something similar, and you 

will fi nd thousands of web sites with pages and pages of advice,  
and some of it actually makes sense.

‘We believe that girls should be free to 
be children, to play, to learn how to occupy their 
own time without the diversion of gadgets, to 
build dens and climb trees and develop lasting 

friendships. To learn to take risks and to give things a 
go teaches girls to become more self-reliant, resilient 

or as one parent recently put it, “gives 
them some gumption”.’

Rory Johnston, headmaster 
of Hanford School, Dorset

‘Confi dence is essentially the self-assurance 
that allows you to embrace challenge without 
fear of failure. It means you are not put o�  

by something because it appears di�  cult or 
demanding, but rather enabled to cope with 
setbacks and disappointments along the way 

without losing sight of your fundamental vision.’
Michael Windsor, headmaster 

of Abingdon School

‘Every child will be best at 
something; sometimes it’s obvious, 

sometimes it’s harder to spot.’ 
Richard Merriman, 

headmaster of Foremarke Hall 

‘Far from coaching girls to follow a set 
path for success, we need to encourage them to 
develop independent thought as well as express 
and debate their views. Crucially, this will give 
them the self-confi dence to be at peace with 

the decisions they make in the future.’ 
Eve Jardine-Young, principal 

of Cheltenham Ladies’ College

 John Baugh 
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In the limited space I have here, I will offer just a few suggestions:

1 Learn what you can about ‘attachment theory’ or ‘attachment 
parenting’. It can be a controversial subject, but most 

researchers admit that when you extract the popular exaggerations 
of attachment theory or attachment parenting from the more 
objectively-oriented scientifi c studies, it’s a sensible approach that 
fosters physical and psychological health in children.

2 Try to portray the confi dent behaviour and social interactions 
you would like your child to adopt. This sounds obvious, but 

if you would like your children to appear confi dent, as well as 
engage empathetically and compassionately with others, 
then do so yourself. If you choose to spend time on your 
devices in front of your children, and place this activity 
ahead of personal interaction with them and others in 
the family, then don’t be surprised if they don’t learn 
some of the social skills you would expect and like. 

3 Likewise, if you are happy that they spend their time 
on tablets and devices in a restaurant (this seems to have 

replaced colouring books), don’t be surprised that they take 
longer to learn the art of conversation and some of the more 
important social interactions.

4 Find time in your child’s life for them to play. 
By this mean real, unsupervised play. Ballet, horse riding 

and Sunday morning rugby clubs are great fun but they do not 
provide opportunities for creative, imaginative, independent 
play, where children learn to follow their innate drive to explore. 
So much research shows that ‘free play’ will strengthen them 
intellectually, socially, emotionally and physically.

5Encourage children to express their feelings and really 
listen to them. Children test us with the small stuff to see 

if we can handle the big stuff. Put down the book, the phone 
or the tablet; turn off the television; get down to eye level; share 
and try to empathise with their feelings. That seemingly trivial 
story may just be a pathway to something bigger. If you are not 
listening to the small stuff – the big stuff may never be revealed. 

All of this takes time and hard work. It should also start early. 
We all hope the children grow up to be confi dent adults who can 
make their way in the world. But remember what it’s like for us 
parents and teachers too. As Plato said, ‘Be kind, for we are all 
fi ghting a hard battle’. ■

‘The secret of confi dent 
children is that they are happy 

to be challenged and not scared of 
making mistakes.’ 

Susan Bourne, headmistress of
Redcli� e School, London

‘Anything that tackles the 
insecurity pupils have about how 

they or their ideas will be received,  
will build confi dence. Above all, children 

should feel valued for their personal qualities 
more than for their more easily observable 

and measurable abilities.’ 
Sarah Kerr-Dineen, head of Oundle School

‘We have seen children who 
have struggled academically fi nd their 

confi dence through singing like an angel, beating 
records at National IAPS athletics events, achieving 
clear rounds at show jumping, or taking the lead on 

an activity during a school trip.’ 
Richard Merriman, headmaster of

Foremarke Hall  

‘I learned that you can 
make mistakes or you can fail 

but you can try again too.’ 
Pupil from Knighton House School, Dorset, 

after a day when getting it wrong was celebrated 
as a way of learning how to get it right.

 Oundle head Sarah Kerr-Dineen 

‘We see proof every day that 
speaking and performing in front of 
others boosts children’s confi dence.’ 

James Womersley, headmaster of
Beaudesert Park School, Gloucestershire
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