Eastern Illinois University

The Keep

Masters Theses Student Theses & Publications

1989

Developing Self-esteem: A Search for the Missing

Element

Douglas Mack

Eastern Illinois University
This research is a product of the graduate program in Special Education at Eastern Illinois University. Find out
more about the program.

Recommended Citation

Mack, Douglas, "Developing Self-esteem: A Search for the Missing Element" (1989). Masters Theses. 2409.
https://thekeep.eiu.edu/theses/2409

This is brought to you for free and open access by the Student Theses & Publications at The Keep. It has been accepted for inclusion in Masters Theses

by an authorized administrator of The Keep. For more information, please contact tabruns@eiu.edu.


https://thekeep.eiu.edu
https://thekeep.eiu.edu/theses
https://thekeep.eiu.edu/students
www.eiu.edu/specedgrad
www.eiu.edu/specedgrad
www.eiu.edu/specedgrad
mailto:tabruns@eiu.edu

THESIS REPRODUCTION CERTIFICATE

TO: Graduate Degree Candidates who have written formal theses.

SUBJECT: Permission to reproduce theses.

The University Library is receiving a number of requests from other
institutions asking permission to reproduce dissertations for inclusion
in their library holdings. Although no copyright laws are involved, we
feel that professional courtesy demands that permission be obtained
from the author before we allow theses to be copied.

Please sign one of the following statements:
Booth Library of Eastern Illinois University has my permission to lend

my thesis to a reputable college or university for the purpose of copying
it for inclusion in that institution's library or research holdings.

5;/30/ 59

— 0 { - —
Date Author

I respectfully request Booth Library of Eastern Illinois University not
allow my thesis be reproduced because

Date Author



DEVELOPING SELF-ESTEEM: A SEARCH FOR THE

MISSING ELEMENT
(TITLE)

DOUGLAS MACK

THESIS

SUBMITTED IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS
FOR THE DEGREE OF

MASTER OF SCIENCE IN EDICATION

IN THE CRADUATE SCHOOL, EASTERN {LLINOIS UNIVERSITY
CHARLESTON, ILLINOIS

I HEREBY RECOMMEND THIS THESIS BE ACCEPTED AS FULFILLING
THIS PART OF THE CRADUATE DECREE CITED ABOVE

8l30[89

DATE ' / ADVISER

g /30!3‘?

DATE DEPARTMENT HEAD




Developlng Sel f-esteem

DEVELOPING SELF-ESTEEM: A SEARCH

FOR THE MISSING ELEMENT

Douglas Mack
Eastern Illlnols Unlverslity

Summer, 1989

Running Head: DEVELOPING SELF-ESTEEM

Submltted In partlal fulflillment of
requlrements for a Master’s Degree |n

Speclal Educatlon

Address correspondence to: Douglas Mack
433 East North Ave.
Flora, Illlnols 62839



Developlng Sel f-esteem 3

Acknowl edgements

I am grateful to Dr. Andrew Brulle and Dr. Judlth
Ivarle for thelr support and expertise In the
preparatlon of thls paper. Thanks are also In order to
Sally Schofleld, Mary Ellen Rldgeway, and Marllyn
Seelman who unselflshly made avallable thelr classrooms
and students for the data-gathering portlion of the
research. A speclal thanks to Linda Brilssenden, Kathy
Glbson, and Dale Wagner for thelr asslistance In puttling
this paper Into a word processor and then getting It out
agaln. Flnally, I would |lke to thank my wife, my
parents and my chlldren for thelr support in my quest

for thls degree.



Developlng Sel f-esteem 4

Abstract

Educators have long known the impact a chlld’s
sel f-esteem, or sel f-concept, has upon hls or her
ablllty to perform In the classroom. Thls paper
explores the varlables lInvolved |n developlng sel f-
concept both In theory and the research. The roles of
teacher feedback, student fallure and success, and
dlifflculty of task are examlned and thelr Impact upon
student self-esteem assessed. Learnlng theorles such as
constructlvism and the use of teams In the classroom are
also presented and discussed. Self-esteem does not come
about simply as a result of prlor success. It develops
1) as a chlld experlences success at tasks he or she
deems important, 2) as that chlld feels that he or she
|s comparing posltively to others, and 3> as the chlld
conslstently sees hls or her accompllshments in a
posltive llght as compared to what the chlld feels he or
she can do. The present study examlined the effect of
student chartlng and teacher dliscusslon of those charts
on student sel f-concept. The results showed that after
the treatment phase, nelther of the two experlimental
groups showed slignlflcant dlfferences In self esteem

when compared to the control group.
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Developlng Sel f-esteem: A Search

for the Missling Element

“"I’'m enough lf I would Just be |t." Carl Rogers

Sel f-esteem, or self concept, can be deflned In
many ways. Perhaps the best way to deflne It Is "the
way we feel about ourselves" (Plers, 1969). How does |t
develop and what can be done In a chlld’s early years to
Insure a poslitlive self-concept? Researchers and the
educatlonal communlty at large have long acknowl edged
that a chlld’s estimate of what he or she capable of has
strong impllicatlons for educatlonal performance and
pollcy. WIlith respect to long-term development and
appllicatlion of abllltles, a chlld’s sublJectlve view of
achlevement potentlal 1s Just as Important as any
educatlonal or behavioral technlique (Suls, 1979).
Roberts (1972) suggested that sel f-concept 1s the
primary determlinant of the behavior of many indlviduals.

Chlldren were once consldered blank slates upon
thelr arrival. But numerous authorltles now agree that
bables are far from "tabula rasa." A study by Birch,

Chess and Thomas (1976) revealed nlne behavliors in which
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bables dlffer, Includling level of actlvity,
responslveness, dlstractiblllity, and moodlness.

Another character tralt present at birth Is
strength of wlll (Dobson, 1978>. Thls characterlistic Is
the seed of self-esteem that parents and teachers want
chlldren and students to have. A chlld with a strong
wll]l may be dlfflcult to handle, but the Indlviduallty
and expresslons of self are what a chlld needs to
succeed In school as well as In llfe. Teachers and
parents do affect the self-esteem of students and
chlldren, but many of the attrlbutes found In chlldren
are present from blcth (Dobson, 1987). The Job of
teachers and parents Is to dlirect those attrlbutes In
ways a chlld can feel successful.

Developmentallsts have observed that chlldren ages
3-5 are In a perlod of rapld advancement both
physlcally, and cognltlvely (Suls, 1979). There IS no
need for comparlson with others because It Is so easy to
watch one’s own progress. As a chlld gets older, It
becomes more dlifflcult to better one’s achlevements at
the same pace as before. They begln to compare
themselves wlth others (Suls, 1979) and become
Increaslingly gulded by peer expectatlons as they grow

older (Baumcind, 1970).
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Even though chlldren compare themselves more and
more to thelr peers as they grow, adults stlll]l have a
very Ilmportant role in developling and stablllzling a
chlid’s self-esteem. Prlor to the age when chlldren
begin to compare themselves and thelr attalnments wlth
others, it has been found that the chlldren who were
most rellant, self-controlled, exploratlve and contented
had parents who set deflnlte standards by whlch the
chlldren could gauge thelr behavlior (Baumrlnd, 1970).
Horn (1975) states that adult feedback actually helps
chlldren evaluate thelr performance. Chlldren need
feedback from others as they can nelther percelve thelr
own attalnment accurately nor analyze the cause of
success or fallure in a ratlonal manner. Even after
fallure, young chlldren often overestimate thelr
attalnment and expectancles (Nlchols, 1979). Older
chlldren, on the other hand, tend to be more reallstic
at Judglng thelr competence, predictling future
performance, evaluatlng prlor performance and Judglng
task dlifflculty than thelr younger peers (Newman & Wlck,
1987). For adolescents, the key problem may be how to
deflne themselves wlthout severlng relatlonships that

are important to thelr sense of self (Smulyan, 1986).
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From the beginning, chlldren need others to help them
deflne who they are and how well they perform.

As chlldren get older they begin to use this
feedback to help them evaluate themselves.
Self-evaluation is a very useful process and |s usually
accompl Ished through a determlinatlion of one’s standing
relatlve to others (Fastlnger, 1954). Waters (1987)
states that thls dliscovery of self should be educatlon’s
maln goal. Everythlng teachers do should be to asslst
chlldren to not only dliscover themselves but to feel
worth as well.

How do chlldren percelve school? What can teachers
do to help them achleve the positive sel f-concept? To
many chlldren, school |Is place where they learn to be
stupld (Holt, 1967>. A chlld who at age 6 was bursting
with questlions and curloslity has, by age 11, sl lenced
these questlions and curlosity, at least within the
school walls. What happens to cause thls?

Chlldren are not passlve reclplents of Informatlion.
They process the Informatlon according to thelr current
perceptlions and lncorporate It Into thelr cognltlve
framework. The more poslitlive the self-concept, the more
the chlld 1s able to accept and utlllze negatlve

Informatlion, whlile the less secure chlld tends to color,
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deny, and dlstort negatlve informatlon (Combs & Snygg,
1949). Therefore, ldentlcal Information to different
students will lead to dlifferent results. Thls
self-directed attentlon leads to a negative effect only
when the chlld percelves that he or she cannot move In
the directlon of the goal (Carver, 1979). Many
students, rather than change thelr view of themselves,
wil]l contlnue to pursue a previously chosen course of
actlon even if It Is Ineffectlve (Brockner, 1986). Is
there a level of lnertla Involved In a chlld’s
self-concept that makes It hard to change?

Waters (1987) glves as an example, a poor reader
who "works to conflrm and to map the |imlitatlions of hils
or her abllity to read"<(p.3>. The chlld does not move
forward with a newly learned skilll because that would
require a total reconstructlon of hls or her perceptlon
of self. Teachers see a chlld who I1s not worklng. 1In
fact, the chlild Is diligently working to perfect hls or
her current understanding of who he or she Is. A
student who has a hlgh sel f-concept becomes a better
student;: the student with a poor self-concept becomes a
worse student.

If the student’s goal appears to attalnable, the

student feels good about himself and wil]l move In that
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directlon. If the goal appears to be unattalnable,
further effort wlll be seen as futlle and have a
negative Influence on the chlld’s self-concept (Schelr &
Carver, 1982>. Students learn things that do not cause
them to have to move too far, or cause them too much
discomfort (Poplln, 1988). If an ldea or sklll Is too
far from thelr own development or value, they relJect It,
lgnore It, or transform It Into somethling that flts
better Into thelr current experlence (Popllin, 1988).
Students who fall to achleve soon begln to say to
themselves and each other that they do not care about
learning to read, or even about school ltself. For some
It 1s Just too dlfflcult. These students feel that to
preserve thelr dlgnlty, they must not care about thlngs
wilth whilch fallure |Is assoclated (Masters, 1969; Popllin,
1988).

A student’s sel f-concept appears to based upon
comparlson of hls or her achlevements and abllltles wlth
others, or the way he or she feels others percelve hls
or her skills and achlevements (Suls & Sanders, 1979).
Rogers, Smlth, and Coleman (1978) suggest that the
Importance of achlevement as related to sel f-concept
lles In "the chlld’s perceptlon of how hls or her level

of achlevement compares wlth the achlevement of those |In
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hls or her soclal comparlson group"(p.51). Rogers,
Smith, and Coleman (1978) also suggest that fallure In
the past to flnd a relatlonshlp between achlevement and
sel f-concept may be that Investlgators have tended to
lgnore the Importance of the chlld’s Inmedlate soclal
environment.

If a student does not, or cannot, compare to others
Iln a way that makes hlm or her feel capable of further
success, there Is a loss of self-esteem (Suls & Sanders,
1979>. But a student who over-estlimates hls or her
abllltles does not necessarlly have hlgh self-esteem.
Both overconfldence and underconfldence can cause a
student to mlisapproprlate tilme and energy and even glve
up on a task too soon (Bandura, 1977; Newman-Wlck,
1987). Watson (1974) stated that It Is Important to ask
students before a test how well they thlnk they wlll
pecform on the test. He found that student
sel f-predictlon iIs often more accurate than standardlzed
aptltude and Intelllgence tests In predlicting student
scholastlc performance. To help students develop
real lstlc predictlons, teachers should provide posltlve
experlences for both overestlmators and underestlmators

through group dlscusslon meetlngs. Students who know
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themselves are often more secure because they know what
to expect of themselves (Watson, 1974).

When a chlld beglns school, he or she |s already
mak lng comparlsons. Just belng a part of the current
educatlonal system encourages soclally-orlented
estl mates of one’s own abllltles. Students are acutely
aware of the devices used by teachers to separate them
Into groups: test scores and classroom performance belng
chlef among them (Suls & Sanders, 1979). These
groupings influence a chlld’s self-confldence Inmensely.
A chlld’s perceptlons of hls or her competence and
abl 11ty depend on both thelr performance and the
evaluatlve feedback they recelve from peers and
slgnlflcant adults (Horn, 1985).

Glnott (1972) reallzed the Importance of a
teacher’s feedback when he wrote, "In all sltuatlons It
s my response that decldes whether a crlisls wlll be
escalated or de-escalated, and a chlld humanlzed or
dehumanlzed"(p.15-16)>. Obviously, some teacher
responses to students are better than others when
applled to development of student self-esteem. A study
by Welner, Graham, Taylor and Meyer (1983) polnted out
several teacher responses and thelr consequences. The

followlng actlons can have negatlve effects on
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self-esteem: pralse for success and lack of crltliclsm
for fallure at an easy task: too much help, especlally
when not sought: and expresslions of plty for fal lure.
The followlng actlons were found to have poslitlve
consequences for self-esteem: lack of pralse for
success, crltlclsm for fallure at an easy task,
comparatlive neglect, and expresslons of anger for
fal lure. Posltlve effort feedback can make a chlld
wonder how good he or she was In the flrst place If It
was necessary to work so hard to succeed. Pralse,
help-glving, and plty may cause a chlld to feel that the
other person regards hls or her ablllty as low whereas
blame, neglect, and anger may convey the Informatlon
that the student’s ablllity was regarded as high. These
Inferred oplnlons may Influence the self perceptlon of
ablllty and help determine expectatlons, affectlve
reactlons and performance (Meyer, 1982). A
consclentlous teacher would be able to determline whlch
type of feedback would work best wlith Individual
students (Meyer, 1982; McMahan, 1973).

Pralse does work under some condltlons (Covington &
Omellch, 1979). Results of a study on student and
teacher responses to successful effort Indlcated that

both positlve self-evaluatlon and teacher pralse were
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greatest when success fol lowed much effort. Conversely,
both student prlde and teacher reward were reduced when
the condltlons of success detracted from the causal role
of effort. It was also found that perceptlons of
ablllty enhanced posltive affect as well.

The words a teacher uses should tell students what
he or she |lked and appreclated about that student’s
efforts, work and accompllshments. The student wlll
draw hls or her own concluslions. If the teacher’s
statements reallstlcally and appreclatlvely describe the
events and feellngs Involved, the student’s concluslons
about himself or herself wlill be positive and productlive
(Glnott, 1972). It Is not only the success or fallure
at a task whlch affects a student’s self-esteem. It Is
also the chlld’s comparlison of himself or herself with
the person he or she feels he or she could be. "Pralse
conslsts of two parts: What we say to the chlld and what
he In turn says to himself" (Glnott, 1972, p.126).
Student self-focused attentlon, or self-comparlsons,
depend to a large degree upon what happened to the
student prlior to the feedback, be It pralse or negatlive
crlticlsm. It |Is commonly understood that most chlldren
develop posltive self-esteem as a result of successful

completlon of tasks and the posltlve feedback that
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fol lowed (Lewls-Beck, 1978). But, there are no data to
support the ldea that sel f-concept and academlc
performance have a cause-effect relatlonshlp (Chandler,
1985).

¢ Welner (1974) suggests that early task successes
are used to formulate abllity attributlons. When
chlldren succeed at a task they are apt to belleve that
they are becomlng competent and develop a sense of
efflcacy for contlnued success. , There are several
studles In whlch students dld poorer after Inltlal
fallure than after Inltlal success (Feather, 1966; Dweck
& Repuccl, 1973; Fretz & Engle, 1973).

But simply succeedlng at a task Is not the only
criterla for these early task successes. Students
attrilbute success to four causal factors: ablllty,
effort, task dlfflculty and luck (Frleze & Welner,
1971)>. Each student trles to explaln the outcome of a
particular actlon by assessing hls or her level of
ablllty, the degree of effort expended, the dlfflculty
of the task, and the magnlitude and dlrectlon of luck
involved. Frleze and Welner (1971) also found that
lncreased expectancy of success results from
attrlbutlons to what might be labeled stable elements:

hlgh ablllty or ease of task. Blumenfeld, Plntrlch,
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Meece and Wessells (1982) state that students
tradltlonally do better on future tasks when they feel
successful completlon of the task |Is due to ablllty
rather than Juck or ease of asslgnment. Does It make a
dl fference |f all succeed or all fall? Only when a
chl1d’s performance |s percelved to be dlfferent from
that of hls or her peers does he or she make |nferences
about ablllty and thus, self-esteem.

Dweck (1975)> did a study on self-concept lnvolvlng
success, fallure and taklng responsliblllty. In It he
showed that the group glven success dld lmprove thelr
outlook and consequently thelr scores on self-concept
scales. But they experlenced severe deterloratlon of
sel f-concept after fallure on future tasks. The
poslitlve changes in self-concept were not permanent.
The other group was taught to take responsiblllty for
fallure and attrlbute It to a lack of effort. Thls

group malntalned or improved thelr performance on future

tasks. There was no great deterloratlon of sel f-concept
after fallure. Fallure, In thls case, was a slgnal to
tcy harder, not glve up. The success experlenced by the
flrst group made them feel good but did not help them

deal wlth fallure.
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Dweck and Repuccl (1973) conducted research on
learned helplessness In chlldren and Its relatlonshlp to
success and fallure. A group of students was glven only
soluble problems by the "success" experlimenter. Thils
same group was then glven only Insoluble problems by the
"fallure" experimenter, after which they were glven
soluble problems by the same experlmenter. Several
students were unable to complete soluble problems when
presented by the "fallure" experlimenter even though they
had solved nearly identlical problems when glven by the
"success" experlmenter. Scores on a locus of control
instrument revealed that chlldren whose test
performeance was least Impalred made lnternal
attrlbutions for success and fallure more frequently
than those who dlid more poorly on the test problems.
These students, not unllke the students In Dweck’s
(1975) experlment, had at least partlally, taken
responsiblllity for thelr actlons.

In another study students performed tasks In whlch
they encountered success followed by fallure (Dlener &
Dweck, 1980). Half were asked a serles of questlons
about thelr performance after success and half after

fallure. The students were deflned as elther mastery-
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orlented or helpless. Compared to mastery-orlented
students, helpless chlldren underestimated the number of
successes and overestimated the number of fallures. In
addltlon, helpless chlldren did not expect the successes
to contlinue and dld not view the successes as Indlcatlve
of ablllty. Subsequent fallures led them to devalue
thelr previous success. For helpless chlldren,
successes are less predlctlve, less endurlng and less
successful.

The prevlious study suggests that fallure can cause
a child to devalue hls or her success. Is there any
value to glving a non-achleving chlld only success?
LaBenne and Greene (1969) state that provlidlng
"non-achlevers wlth superflclal experlences at whlich
they cannot fall relnforces negatlve sel f-1lmages by
conveylng that the teacher belleves the students lack
ablllty"(p.29>. Assuming one could Ilmprove sel f-esteem
in an area wlthout speclflc skllls to go wlth it could
cause a student to attempt a task that was too
difflcult. Imaglne trylng to skl down an advanced
skl-run armed with only a hlgh sel f-concept. An added
danger might be that a student wlth too much sel f-esteem
could feet that there Is no room for growth (Chandler,

1985).
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Success alone wil]l not Improve sel f-image and
fallure can sometimes undo what galns have been made.
But |Is fallure always bad? One study found, contrary to
predictlons, that fallure feedback lncreased the
performance of all flfth graders regardless of thelr
scores on a locus of control instrument (Lewls-Beck,
1978). Somehow, these students had persisted In splte
of fallure. Thls study of the relatlonshlp of
persistance and the perceptlon of fallure suggests that
students may be motlvated to achleve by systematlic
relnforcement, and thus lead toward lIncreased
Independence. Fallure must be accepted as part of the
system.

A study made of college freshmen (Fretz & Engle,
1973> found that students who made top grades In thelr
course work had sel f-reports which were relatlively more
stable than the self-reports of students who met wlth
academlc fallure. The authors suggested that beglinning
col lege students’ sel f-concepts are more affected by
negatlve evaluatlive feedback than those In advanced
levels. Carlson (1965) hypotheslzed that, In the perlod
from late chlldhood through adolescence, self-esteem Is
a stable tralt. Perhaps college freshmen, |lke chlldren

In early and mliddle chlldhood, have yet to to come to
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concluslons regardling thelr skllls and ablilty in thls
new phase of thelr llves. They have no data from past
sltuatlons to glve them any idea of how they mlght do In
the future and have no stable perceptlon of themselves
(Feather, 1966).

One of the crlterla mentloned previously In
connectlon wlth student self-concept Is a student’s
percelved ablllty. Could students be glven feedback to
cause them to value thelr own ablllty and skllls, and
thus have more success and Improved sel f-concept? One
problem wlth using ablllty, albelt percelved, Is that
al though students view ablllty as the maln varlable for
success across all grade levels, not all teachers share
that vliew (Harar!l & Covungton, 1981). Teachers
generally view effort and outcome as the maln crlterla
for declding the degree of teacher reward and
punlishment. Thls ls further compllcated by the student
bellef that success after low effort Implles hlgher
abl 11ty than success after hlgh effort.

Among elementary school students, the reputatlon
for belng a hard worker Is valued very hlghly. In hlgh
school and college though, effort Is not valued so
highly (Hararl & Covlngton, 1981: Schunk, 1984). If a

gstudent trles too hard, then he or she 18 not percelved
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as smart, because smart people do not have to study.
Students change as they grow older from valulng effort
to valulng ablllty.

Kukla (1972) suggests effort may be affected by the
attractlveness of the consequences. It may or may not
appear deslirable to do well on a math test depending on
the student’s perceptlion of the consequences. A student
who valued a good grade mlight work toward that goal.

But If the result of a good score meant a move into a
higher and more dlifflcult math group, there could be
fewer students who would work toward that goal. From a
sel f-esteem perspective, the threat of success ls that
others willl come to expect further success. If the
student feels further success |s Impossible, success ls
indeed threatenling (Covington & Omellch, 1979).

Ablllty feedback generally promotes ablllity
attrlbutlions. But chlldren who are glven abll Ity
feedback may doubt its credlblllity because of belng told
previously that effort was responsible for success
(Schunk, 1984). One reason for thls unwilllingness to
bel leve the new feedback ls that estimates of abll ity
and task dlfflculty are relatlvely fixed In student

minds. An outcome that does not conflrm a student’s



Developlng Sel f-esteem 22

prlor expectatlons tends to be attrlbuted to a varlable
factor such as chance (McMahan, 1973).

A study was done [in whlch students recorded the
number of problems solved and the degree they felt
performance was due to ablllty or luck and the degree of
satlsfactlon with thelr performance (Feather,1969). The
unexpected success was more often attrlbuted to good
luck than the expected success and was assoclated wlth a
hlgher degree of satlsfactlon. Unexpected fallure was
attrlbuted to bad luck and assoclated wlth greater
dissatlsfactlon than expected fallure. Students who
barely passed or falled were more llkely to attrlbute It
to chance than students who scored extremely hlgh or
low.

In a related study, Ames and Felker (1979
hypotheslzed that chlldren wlth hlgh sel f-concepts would
focus on sklll to help interpret thelr performance on
varlous tasks, whlle chlldren wlth low self-concepts
would use luck to explaln thelr performances. It was
hoped that the chlldren In both groups would malntaln
thelr prlor self-evaluatlon by "taklng responsibllity
for outcomes conslstent wlth prlor self-evaluatlons and
denylng responsiblllty for outcomes l|nconslistent wlth

the prlor sel f-evaluatlon" (Ames & Felker, 1979, p.613).
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The study found that chlldren tested as belng hlgh

sel f-concept attrlbute success to sklll more than
chlldren wlth low self-concept. Both hlgh and low
groups used lack of sklll to account for fallure. Luck
was used as an explanatlon to explaln success by the
chlldren wlth low self-concept (Ames & Felker, 1979).
The authors suggested that chlldren be tralned to
Interpret and deal wlth success as well as fallure
feedback .

Teachers often ask psychologlsts how to motl vate
chlldren. One answer 1s, "Make It safe for them to rlsk
fallure" (Ginott, 1972, p.242). The maJor obstacle to
learning 1s fear: fear of fallure, fear of crlitlclsm,
fear of appearlng stupld. An effectlve teacher makes It
posslible for each chllid to make a mlstake wlthout
worrylng about punlshment (Glnott, 1972; Holt, 1967).

Holt (1967) dlscusses the way fear destroys not
only self-esteem, but Intelllgence as well. He states,
"The scared flghter may be the best flghter, but the
scared learner 18 always a poor learner"(p.49>. He
suggests that the keys to hlgh self-esteem and success
ln school are freedom and power--freedom to be In

control of one’s llfe and power to choose.
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Controllablllty In one’s |Ilfe has a majJor effect on
the way we see ourselves. One study found that, when
uncontrollablllty 1s attrlbuted to lnternal factors of
personal lty rather than external factors, a lowered
sel f-esteem |s the result (Orbach & Hadas, 1982). That
same study reported that chlldren who attributed lack of
control to thelr ablllty showed more deflclts In
sel f-concept than chlldren who attrlbuted lack of
control! to thelr performance. They further reported
that fallure In unimportant tasks dld not lead to
feellngs of helplessness as dld fallure in Important
tasks.

Teachers and admlnlstrators glve students the power
and freedom they need by helplng them feel important
(Gough, 1987). Except for those students who llve In
deepest poverty, the psychologlcal needs --love, power,
freedom and fun--take precedence over the survlval needs
(Gough, 1987). All our |lves we search for ways to

satlsfy those needs. If a student feels no sense of
belonglng ln school, that chlid will pay llittle
attentlon to academlc subJects. Instead, he or she wlll
search desperately for attentlon, possibly by becomlng a

behavloral problem (Gough, 1987).
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What can be done to help students feel a sense of
belonglng? In most classrooms students are told, "Keep
your eyes on your own work; don‘t share; don’t compare;
don‘t help" (Gough, 1987, p.660>. Thls |Is contrary to
the baslc human need to belong. How can a person feel
Important |f he or she Is always worklng alone? We all
need recognltlon and a feellng of Importance, |ln order
to feel good about ourselves. Glasser, as clted by
Gough (1987)>, contends that teachers wlll flnd
youngsters work harder on teams. Glasser states,
"Teachers won’t always be able to tell whlch team member
was formerly the poor student and whlich team member was
formerly the good student" (Gough, 1987, p.660).

Non-competl tlve learnlng arrangements appear to
foster self-esteem In chlldren In ways that lead to
effort In low as well as hlgh achlevers (Nlcholls,
1978). Group learnlng, for example, would cause a chlld
to look at dl fferent reasons for success and fallure.
Nlcholls (1978) suggested that these changes In the
perceptlon of attalnment would iead to changes In causal
explanatlons for success and fallure.

Sklnner (1953) suggests that one of the ways In
whlich a student could lnstltute self-control 1s through

the sel f-adminlstratlion of relnforcement wlthout
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environmental restrictlons. Students need freedom In
order to learn. They do not always need a teacher or
adult telllng them how they have done. At the very
least, the educatlonal system should strive to foster
Inndependent, non-soclal bases for self-evaluatlon, so
that the student’s estimate of and Interest In
developlng hls or her abllltles are not the excluslve
products of relatlve standlng, but based Instead upon
the pleasure and challenge of fully reallzlng thelr
potentlal (Nlcholls, 1978; Suls & Sanders, 1979).

The competltlve schoollng so prevalent today seems
bound to produce Increases of learned helplessness In
low achlevers. Normatlve evaluatlons seem more 1lkely
to produce attributlons of fallure to lack of ablllty
and lead to learned helplessness (Nlcholls, 1979). If
the schools want students to cease comparlng themselves
wlth other students and do what they can do, there must
be a change In the way teachers teach as well as
motlvate students.

Bandura and Schunk (1981) suggest that one way to
help chlldren develop sel f-esteem Is by the use of
proxlmal goal settlng. They found that self-motlvatlon
through proxlmal goal settlng was an effectlve way to

cultlvate competencles, self-efflcacy and lntrilnslc
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Interest. In the study, students who did not 1lke
arlthmetlc developed an Interest by the end of the
study. The ldea behlnd proxlmal goals Is to set
subgoals that let the student see how he or she Is
dolng. In this way, a student can measure performance
much better than |f he or she uses l|ong-range, or
dlstal, goals.

In a study by Curtls and Shaver (1981), It was
found that when students In the experimental group used
an Inqulry method rather than the standard text for
studylng soclal studlies there was a statlistlcally
slgnlflcant difference In self-esteem galn scores when
compared with students In the control group. They did
state that It was not enough to mandate a change In
currlculum and that part of the galn in scores may have
been due to the students’ lnteractlon wlth adults. The
acceptance and approval of the adults on the varlous
fleld trlps gave the students hlgher feellngs of
sel f -esteem.

Poplin (1988) stresses the fact that positlve
effects on the self-esteem of chlldren wlll occur only
lf the learnlng has some relevancy to thelr |lves. She
calls her educatlonal theory "hollstlc constructlvism."

Thls concept puts forth the ldea that learnlng occurs
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only as the student Is able to relate It to somethlng he
or she already knows or understands. Learnlng Is a
process of |ntegratlng “what 1s new wlth what 1s old"
(p.405). Hollstlc constructlvlism would have classrooms
set up In a way that acknowledges student dlfferences
and allows the students to make ml stakes wlthout
penalty. Poplln (1988) states, "People who conslstently
hand us fallure and promote negatlve feellngs cannot
lead us to construct new meanlngs"(p.409>. The
relatlonshlp of teacher and student 1s very Important.
Trust !s crltlcal. Waters (1987), who has experlmented
wlth the concepts mentloned, wrltes, "Rather than to
staunch the natural flow of Interests, abllltles and
developmental tasks of both teacher and learner,
constructlvlism capltallzes upon these"(pp.17-18). If
students (and teachers) are to feel good about
themselves, there must be someone, somewhere, who says,
"You are Important, and so Is what you thilnk." If
teachers hope to develop sel f-esteem In thelr students,
they must relate to thelr students as well as
themselves. Self-esteem wll]l not exlst unless students
feel Important as well as feel that they can learn In a

way that does not threaten thelr sense of self.
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The research has shown that some accepted
educatlonal practlces do not ralse self-esteem. Some,
such as pralse or plty, can be detrimental to a chlld’s
gsel f-esteem. What appears to work in elevatlng
sel f-esteem 1s developlng the personal aspects of a
student’s life-- relatlonshlps with teachers and
understandling of self and others.

When the self-esteem equatlon I1s simpl!ifled, |t
appears to be the human factor that makes the
dl fference. Technlques, sSuch as worklng In teams or
wrltlng in Journals are important, because they foster a
recogltion of the humanity In all of us. In the end,
self-esteem 1s the bellef a person has that allows him
or her to keep golng. The challenge of the educatlonal
system !{s to value success even as It values fallure as
one of the steps toward success.

Teachers are among the most important outslde
forces on a ch!ld’s self-concept (Glnott, 1972). Just
as Important are the student’s own perceptlons of
success and fallure (Suls and Sanders, 1979). For a
healthy self-concept to emerge, there must be
communlcatlon between the teachers and students
regardlng expectatlons as well as percelved sSuccesses

and fallures. The purpose of thls research prolJect was
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to examlne the effects of student chartlng and teacher

dlscusslon of those charts on student sel f-concept.

METHOD
SubJects and Settlngs

Sixty-one students In three thlrd grade classes
were admlnlstered the Plers-Harrls Chlldren’s
Self-Concept Scale (CSCS) (Plers & Harrls, 1969) for the
purpose of determinlng whether or not student
gel f-esteem can be altered through student chartlng and
dlscusslon of those charts. The three groups were made
up of 26 boys and 35 glrls wlth ages ranglng from 7 to
10.

The classrooms involved were well-1lghted, each
havling one entlre wall comprlised of windows. The rooms
were cheery, well-decorated and reflectlve of each
Indlvidual Instructor’s teachlng style. The teacher for
the control group was a 54-year-old female wlth a
Bachelor’s degree In elementary educatlon. The teachers
for the two experlmental groups were ages 53 and 36 wlth
a Bachelor’s and a Master’s degree In elementary

educatlon respectlvely.
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Procedures

Chlldren In each of the three classrooms were
pretested uslng the CSCS. It was read to each class by
a 50 year-old female who was not lnvolved In the
educatlonal system or wlth the study In any other
capaclty to lnsure adequate comprehenslon on the part of
the students. The CSCS |Is two pages long and takes
15-20 mlnutes to adminlster. It conslsts of 80
flcst-person statements such as, "I am a happy person,"
"I have many frlends," and "I do many bad thlngs." The
student responds "yes" or "no" to each statement. Half
the statements are worded to Indlcate a posltlve
sel f-concept and half to lndlcate a negatlve
self-concept. Internal conslstency ranges from .78 to
.93 and retest rellablllty from .7! to .77 (Plers &
Harrls, 1969).

The |ndependent varlables were student chartlng and
teacher dlscusslion of the charts wlth the students.
Chartlng was deflned as the student recordlng hls or her
own math scores. The teachers In the experlmental
groups gave the students not less than two scores to be
charted each week. Each student was glven hls or her
own folder and graphs for chartlng the scores for the

four month treatment phase. Teacher dlscusslon was
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deflned In two dlfferent ways: (1) teacher devotes flve
mlnutes weekly to each Indlvidual student to dlscuss and
Interpret the student’s charts or (2) teacher devotes
15-20 mlnutes weekly dlscussing student charts wlth
students as a group. Teachers In both experimental
groups focused on posltlve galns as evidenced In the
charts or ways to remedy negatlve scores. Students were
expected to make thelr own chart entrles.

The three non-randomlzed groups were organlzed as
fol lows: (1) student-chartlng wlth teacher dlscusslon as
a group; (2) student-chartlng wlth teacher dlscusslon of
charts wilth Indlvidual students: and (3> control group,
wlth no chartlng or teacher dlscussion. Each of the 3
groups then entered a treatment phase that lasted 12
weeks. Durlng thls time the 2 experlmental groups
recorded thelr math scores on charts that had been
prepared by the researcher. There was no contact wlth
the students by the researcher untll the end of the 12
week treatment phase at whilch time all 3 groups were

posttested usling the CSCS.

RESULTS

The data from the three groups were compared

through an analysls of varlance of the galn scores for
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each group. Plers-Harrls (1969) state that a galn score
of at least 10 18 necessary before an individual Is

consldered to have appreclable galns In self-concept.

—— e ——— i —————————————

Table 1 shows nlne indlvlidual students had galns of
10 or more: 4 In group 1: 3 Iln group 2: and 2 In group
3. The 2 experlmental groups had the greater number of
hlgh galn scores but these scores were not sufflclent to
change the results. The analysls of varlance showed no
statlstlcal dlfferences between groups, yleldlng and

f-ratio of .18 with p.= .85.

It 1s Interesting to note the range of negatlve
galn scores. Group 1 ranged from -1 to -16; group 2
from -2 to -35; group 3 ranged from -2 to -24. Group 3
had the hlghest number of negatlve galns: group 2 had
the least. One wonders what mlight have caused the 2
negatlve scores of -35 and -24 In groups 2 and 3,
respectively. The hlghest and lowest galn scores were

found In group 2. Even though there were many
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Indlvidual dl fferences, the treatment dld not result In

any statlstlcal differences among the groups.

DISCUSSION

Thls study has several flaws whlch could have
contributed to the lack of slgnlflcant dl fferences In
the group galn scores. Flrst, the treatment phase was
too short. Perhaps a treatment phase that covered an
entlre school year would be long enough to provlide
measurable dl fferences. Second, slnce Plers (1984)
states that the CSCS |Is deslgned for chlldren no younger
than thlrd grade, any repllcatlion of thls study should
use older chlldren. Dangers ln uslng younger chlldren
are:(1) thelr self-concepts are not as stable as those
of older chlldren; (2> younger chlldren tend to try to
please those In authorlty and could lnvalldate the data
by answerlng In ways they percelve to be soclally
acceptable (Plers, 1984).

Thlrd, perhaps the addltlon of "raters", people who
had been tralned to observe chlldren and sel f-concept
related behavlors, would solve the problem of
sel f-ratlng by the students. The raters could measure

the frequency of the target behavlors lIndlcatlve of both
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high and low sel f-concept and thus allow more
oblJectlvity In ratlng.

All persons, student or adult, are affected by
slgnlflcant others-- teachers, peers, coaches, parents
or supervisors (Morse & Gergen, 1970). The present
study dlid not, indeed, could not control for the effects
of actlvitles outside the treatment setting. Besldes
actlvities at home, chlldren are affected by other
chlldren and teachers. An Incldent In a classroom Just
prlor to testing could be a declding factor in a chlld’s
perceptlion of himself or herself on that partlicular day.
A person’s self-concept scale rating could concelvably
change from high to low withln a day’s tlime.

Sel f-esteem may be too complex, and students too
different from each other, to expect a 3 month, or even
a year-liong, treatment phase to lead to measurable
differences In self-concept. Teachers can make a
dlifference, but not with a blanket approach to the whole
class. Llke any quallty Instructlion, developling
sel f-esteem can best be done through an Indlvidual
approach that meets the needs of partlicular students.
So, even though Journals (Waters, 1987) and
team-learning (Gough, 1987) may be Important tools In

developlng a chlld’s sel f-esteem, they are not the only



Developlng Sel f-esteem 36

ones and should not be used as a panacea for all.
Students, llke teachers, have Indlvidual styles that
must be respected and acknowledged.

Dobson’s (1978) ldea that chlldren come Into the
world with deflnlte and declded differences may mean
that students have a set level of sel f-esteem long
before teachers have any lnteractlon with them. This Is
not to say that teachers do not make any difference, but
the capaclty for lowering a student’s sel f-esteem may be
much greater than the capaclty for ralsling It.

Educators and psychologlsts have long stated that
the most Important years of a chlld’s llfe are the flrst
years, as opposed to the school years, when conslderling
sel f-concept and personallty. Indeed, there are many
who state that the flrst 12 months make the decliding
dlfference (Dobson, 1978).

It cannot be denled that teachers and parents are
Important. Perhaps what makes them lmportant 1s the
climate they provide., not Just the Indlvldual acts and
experlences. For example, a chlld may not care what
actlvity he or she does wilth hls or her parents. The
Important thing Is that somethling ls taklng place and
that it Is enJoyable. The effect of teachers on

sel f~esteem may stem from the degree of freedom, fun and



Developlng Sel f-esteem 37

control atlowed In the classroom (Gough, 1987). When
viewed in this way, the teacher 1s a most Important
varlable because It 1s the degree of freedom and student
interactlon allowed by the teacher that makes a maljor
contributlion to the cllimate In a classroom.

Climate also Includes teacher expectatlons. Here,
too, Is found Indlviduallzation. A teacher does not
expect the same effort and skll]l from all students.
Therefore, the level of self-esteem will be affected
dl fferently In each student’s case. If a teacher and a
student do not "hilt It off", this could create adverse
effects on that student‘s self-esteem.

Can self-esteem really be measured? The makers of
the many tests avallable for that purpose would have
people think so. But even they recognlze that scores
can change from day to day. And when the scores do
change, It Is dlfflcult to say who or what was
responsible.

Sel f-esteem I1s not easlly measured or observed.
Its results and effects can be seen, but even this Is
not a rellable method of determining presence or absence
of self-esteem. For example, there are qulet chlldren
who have great self-esteem. There are also loud,

gseemlngly sel f-assured chlldren who are merely puttlng
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on a show to cover thelr own lack of self-esteem. What
18 needed to measure self-esteem 1s not Just one test,

but possibly a serles of tests and observatlons over a

perlod of weeks.

Is there any value to knowing a chlld’s level of
esteem? None, If 1t Is Just to put In the student’s
flle. Measurlng self-esteem becomes valuable only when
It Is used to determine what teachlng practlices are best
for enhanclng self-esteem. That Is perhaps the only
reason for delving Into self-esteem: to improve a
chl 1d“s chances for success.

Future research Into self-esteem and Its
antecedents should not be avolded because of the many
interacting varlables and compllcatlons. Teachers and
researchers allke should constantly be alert for
classroom actlvitles that will bulld and overcome
deflclts In self-esteem. The results will have
Important Impllcatlons for teachlng, teachers, and most

especlally, students.
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GAIN SCORES
Group #1- Experlmental/Group Dlscusslon
Group #2-ExperlmentalsIndividual Dlscussion

Group #3-Control

Group #1 Group #2 Group #3

Chlld Galn Chlld Galn Chlld Gatn
1 4 i8 -9 34 7
2 10 19 -2 35 -2
3 -S 20 9 36 -2
4 10 21 8 37 4
S -1 22 -2 38 -8
6 10 23 3 39 2
7 8 24 10 40 6
8 4 25 (0] 41 -3
9 1 26 -4 42 -4
10 8 27 -35 43 -24
11 -1 28 (0] 44 6
12 2 29 S 45 12
13 -13 30 14 46 -18
14 -1 31 0] 47 11
15 -16 32 30 48 6
16 11 33 6 49 3



4985.1
39.46
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ANALYSIS OF VARIANCE

df ms f-ratlo P

48 - - e
2 19.7 18 83
46 107.5 - -

4945.64
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