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ABSTRACT

This study investigated the relationships among the
affective variables of self-concept and reading attitude, and
reading achievement in grade two children. Whether gender had
any significant effect on these variables was also considered.
Strong relationships among these variables would suggest the
need for primary teachers to consider the affective needs of
their students in their reading programs in order to promote
maximum reading achievement.

Scores obtained from 30 randomly chosen grade two boys
and 30 randomly chosen grade two girls on tests measuring
self-concept, reading attitude and reading comprehension were
correlated. As well, T- tests were performed to compute the
influence of gender on self-concept, reading attitude and
reading achievement.

Significant relationships were found between parent
relations’ self-concept, reading self-concept, general school
self-concept, total academic self-concept, and total self
concept and reading attitudes, but not for peer relations’
self-concept and total nonacademic self-concept and reading
attitudes. Only the academic self-concepts (reading self-
concept and total academic self-concept) were significantly
related to reading comprehension. Reading attitude, however,
was not significantly related to reading comprehension.
Gender was found to have a significant influence only on

reading self-concept and reading attitudes, with the boys

ii



having less positive ratings in these areas.
The results of this study confirm the relationship

ic self and reading attitudes and imply

the need for teachers to design their programs so that these
affective behaviours are enhanced. Children with positive
perceptions of a subject will be more motivated and put more
effort into that subject, possibly leading to improved
performance.

A relationship between reading self-concept and reading
comprehension was shown to exist. Although this study did not
determine causality between the two, the implication is there
to consider the children’s self-concepts in the reading
program. If children’s self-concepts can be enhanced while

they are being taught to read, higher achi

would result. Remedial teachers should also consider
remediating self-concepts while remediating reading skills.

The boys in this study were found to have less positive
reading self-concepts and less favourable reading attitudes
than the girls. This implies the need for teachers to pay
particular attention to the boys in the classroom when
designing activities that promote self-concept and attitude
enhancement. Teachers should consider what they can do so
that the boys find reading a more interesting and rewarding
experience.

In sum, this study supports the importance of affective

behaviours in scholastic performance. It suggests that
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considering the affective needs of children in reading

instruction may promote and sustain reading achievement.
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CHAPTER I

AN INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY

Today it is commonly believed that schools are
responsible for helping all students achieve at their optimum
level. One of the general objectives for education in
Newfoundland schools is "to ensure that all pupils master the
fundamental skills of learning to the 1limit of their

abilities" (Department of Education, St. John’s, 1984).

Perhaps the area of for is that
children learn how to read well because reading permeates all
areas of the curriculum and skill in reading “J:.S vital for
success in many other subject areas. Theories are constantly
changing as to the best approach for teaching reading and in
primary classrooms the greater proportion of the day is spent
on reading and language arts activities. Nevertheless, some
children do have difficulty with reading and their attempts at
learning to read are less than successful.

What characterizes these children who have difficulty
learning to read? Often teachers will record on report cards
and anecdotal records that these children demonstrate a poor
attitude to reading and/or a poor self-concept. Hardin (1980)
reported that most poor readers do indeed, have a poor
attitude toward reading, poor self-esteem and are easily
defeated by mistakes.

Attitudes and self-concept are included in what
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researchers in education refer to as affective concerns.
Affective concerns and behaviours are important to the reading
process, Alexander and Filler (1976) stated, because they
provide the desire and the will to read. Similarly Hardin
(1980) suggested that learning to read is 90% attitude and
10% skill.

Others also stressed the importance of affective
behaviours in reading achievement. Wirth (1977) reported that
when children see themselves as inadequate, they lose their
sense of "can-ness" and what they can do diminishes. She
suggested that if these children with poor self-concepts are
to achieve in reading, they must regain their sense of "I can
do it" and begin to view themselves as achievers. Ignoffo
(1988) stated that remedial reading students must be helped to
alter previously established attitudes about their own
potential and their sense of self-worth and that any remedial
help that deals solely with content and not with self-concept
improvement is doomed to fail because the students’ own "inner
critic" will sabotage the efforts.

The role of affective behaviours, therefore, should not
be overlooked in importance in the acquisition of reading
skills and in the continued use of reading for informational
and recreational purposes. Teachers, themselves, are aware o‘f
the importance of affective behaviors in reading achievement.
Purkey (1970) stated that for generations wise teachers have

sensed the significant and positive relationship between
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students’ concept of themselves and their performance in
school. Heathington and Alexander (1984) found that reading
teachers feel that developing a positive attitude towards
reading is so important that they rate it higher than other
activities in a reading program, such as teaching phonics,
sight words, word meaning, silent reading, structural
analysis, and study skills. Pottebaum, Keith and Ehly (1986)
reported a recent upsurge in interest in self-concept and
achievement because of the belief that children’s feelings
about themselves are key factors in school achievement, and
that children’s developmental needs, including a positive
self-concept, should be a concern of the educational process.

Despite the importance teachers and others in the field
of education place on affective behaviours, research into the
variables of self-concept and reading attitude has left no
clear cut answers as to their relationship with reading
achievement. Hansford and Hattie (1982), in a review of 128
studies conducted to determine the relationship between self
and achievement/performance measures, found that the
contradictory nature of the research findings made drawing
conclusions a difficult and imprecise task and call for
additional research in the area. Parker and Paradis (1986)
noted that research into a number of variables thought to be
associated with attitude to reading, such as achievement,
special programs and sex show conflicting findings, while

Lohman (1983), in a study of the attitudes toward reading of
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disabled and normal further r into
the relationship between attitude to reading and achievement,

sex and grade placement.

Statement of the Problem

In a class of thirty children, the teacher has about
three minutes per day to spend on reading with each child
(Weiser, 1974). This is certainly insufficient time for the
primary classroom teacher to deal with able beginning readers,
let alone those who are having difficulty in learning to read.
The teacher must, therefore, take advantage of anything which
may spur her students on to achieve in reading. Research
suggests a relationship between affective behaviours and
reading achievement, but also calls for further research into
this area. If a strong relationship can be shown between
children’s self-concepts, attitudes to reading and reading
achievement, it would suggest the need for teachers to gather,
develop and use all activities and methods of instruction that
foster the development of positive self-concepts and reading
attitudes in their reading programs in the hope that the
reading achievement of their students will also be affected

positively.



Purposes of the Study

The primary purpose of this study is to investigate the
relationships among the affective behaviours of self-concept
and reading attitude, and reading achievement in a group of
grade two children. This study should shed some light on the
role these affective behaviours play in primary children’s
efforts in learning to read.

in the investigation the following questions will be
addressed:

1. Are reading attitude scores and self-concepts scores

related to reading achievement in grade two children?

2. Is there a relationship between reading attitude and

self-concept in grade two children?

3. Do grade two boys differ from grade two girls in

reading attitude, self-concept and reading achievement?

Significance of the Study

Helping all children learn to read well is an area of

deep concern for primary . s will 1lly
embrace any suggestions which will help their students achieve
in reading to their fullest potential. If strong relationships
are found to exist among self-concept, reading attitude and
reading achievement, then the need for primary teachers to

consider the affective needs of their students in a reading
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program geared to promote maximum reading achievement is
suggested. Perhaps lessons geared to enhance self-concepts

and reading attitudes will result in improved reading

achi of the involved. A strong relationship
between self-concept, reading attitude and reading achievement
may suggest the need to check children’s self-concepts and
reading attitude with some standard instruments early in their
school careers so that an intervention program may be begun

for those with low ratings.

tions o

A number of limitations are inherent in a study of this
nature.

1. It deals only with grade two children. Results

obtained may not be generalizable to other primary

grades.

2. All students reside in one geographical area-that of

metropolitan St. John’s. Results may not be

generalizable to other school systems or districts.



CHAPTER II

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE

Historical Perspective on the Self

Much of contemporary theorizing on the self can be dated
back to the work of Henry James (1892). He proposed a global
self-concept made up of spiritual, material and social
aspects. Mental faculties comprised the spiritual self,
material possessions the material self and the esteem and
regard that one perceives others have for oneself made up the
social self. For James, the origins of one’s overall sense of
self-esteem lay in how one weighted one’s competencies
(Harter, 1989). Thus, if one’s demonstrated level of success
across domains was equal to, or commensurate with, one’s
aspirations, then one would have high self-esteem, whereas low
self-esteem resulted when one’s pretensions vastly exceeded
one’s actual level of success. The notion that individuals
compare their level of competence to the importance of success

“across numerous domains, and the degree of congruence or
discrepancy that results will determine their level of self=-
esteem is implicit in this model (Harter, 1989).

In contrast to James who focused on the individual’s own

evaluations, Cooley (1902) felt that the origins of self were

social and formed through the attitudes of significant others.
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He coined the phrase "Looking-Glass Self" and suggested that
the self is a reflection of what individuals perceive others’
judgements of them to be. This idea is similar to that found
in the work of G. H. Mead (1934) who theorized that infants
are born without a self-concept but acquire one through social
interaction. Mead felt that as children relate to peers and
significant others in their world, they tend to take on the
attitudes these individuals hold towards them (Swayze, 1980).
Cooley’s "Looking Glass Self" resembles Mead’s "generalized
other" - which is the pooled or collective judgements of
significant others towards the self.

Ideas and theories concerning the self and self-concept
have developed rapidly throughout the 1900’s. Felker (1974)
classified these theorists into three broad groups. Members
in the first group, of which he saw Freud as a good example,

place a heavy is on the psy y ic role of the

personality - that personality systems are dynamic energy
systems operating within the individual. Self-esteem develops
through the inner image one has of oneself and on the ways one
lives up to that image.

The second group of theorists, Felker suggested, take a
more humanistic point of view. They feel that man naturally
strives for those things that are most conducive to personal
growth and self-fulfillment. Carl Rogers and A. H. Maslow
exemplify this approach to self-concept.

Felker characterizes the third group as those theorists,
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such as J. C. Diggory, who concentrate primarily ©n the
cognitive dimensions of self. Diggory regards self as a type
of reflexive relation - the self is characterized by
relationships in which the individual or some part of the
individual is both the subject and the object. He places
heavy emphasis on competence as an aspect of self-esteem.

Felker summed up the contributions made by the three
groups of theorists to the understanding of the role which
self-concept plays in human behaviour in this way:

The emphasis of the Freudian approach on the dynamic

qualities of self has pointed out the necessity for

looking at self-concept, not only as a product of what
others do to an individual, but also as a determiner of
what the individual does. The assumption of the
humanistic theorists of the possibilities for human
growth and attainment has emphasized the need for schools
and other organizations in which children operate to
develop growth facilitating environments. The rigor and
experimental methods of those in the cognitive group of
theorists hold promise for developing more detailed
explanations of the mechanism by which the self-concept

is develcped and maintained (1974, pp. 21-22).

An outgrowth of these theories of self and self-concept
has been a plethora of research studies on self-concept -
studies aired at defining, measuring and/or changing the self-
concept. This has led to a lot of confusion in self-concept
research or as Rosenberg put it, "it is no exaggeration to say
that wa are as far as ever from agreeing on what it is, let
alone on how to measure it" (1979, p.5). A cursory
examination of the research reveals a multitude of different
definitions, some very precise, and others quite broad,

general, and encompassing many facets. In fact this was one
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of the criticisms Wylie (1961) made in an extensive review of
research to that date on self-concept. She felt it was
difficult to generalize from one research study to another
when the researchers involved had not agreed upon a definition
of the self-concept they were purporting to measure. Other
studies even fail to define self-concept at all, believing
that "everyone knows what it is" (Marsh, Smith, Barnes and
Butler, 1983). 1In an attempt to shed some light into this
matter, several definitions of self-concept will be
considered.

Shavelson, Hubner and Stanton (1976) offered the simple
definition of self-concept as one’s perceptions of oneself

formed through experience with one’s environment. Beane,

Lipka and Ludewig (1980) that self pt is a
description held of oneself based on the roles one plays and
the personal attributes one believes one possesses. Markus,
Smith and Moreland (1985) considered self-concept to be a set
of schemes or cognitive generalizations about self that
organize past experiences and are used to recognize and
interpret relevant stimuli in the social environment.
Shavelson, in a later study, added to his earlier definition
of self-concept by suggesting that the self-concept is
influenced especially by reinforcements, evaluations by
significant others, and one’s attributions for one’s behaviour
(Shavelson and Bolus, 1982).

Others use the term self-esteem instead of self-concept
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in their research. Coopersmith (1967) stated that self-esteem
refers to the evaluation individuals make and maintain with
regard to themselves and that it expresses an attitude of
approval or disapproval, indicating the extent to which those

individuals believe themselves to be "capable, significant,

successful and worthy" (p.5). Branden (1969) referred to
self-esteem as the overall evaluation of oneself. He
continued:

Self-esteem has two interrelated aspects. It entails a

sense of personal efficacy and a sense of personal worth.

It is the integrated sum of self-confidence and self-

respect. It is the conviction that one is competent to

live and worthy of living (p. 104).
samuels (1977), on the other hand, considered self-esteem to
be part of the self-concept - the evaluative sector, which is
affected by children’s interaction with significant others and
their success and failure experiences.

Battle (1982) attempted to come to terms with this
problem of numerous self-concept definitions by suggesting
that although the definitions of self-concept differ slightly,

their similarities outweigh their differences and they all

indicate that the self p! 1 and

evaluative components. Self-concept, then, is exactly that -
a concept of self - or simply the way one sees and feels about
oneself. It is through the self-concept that one views one’s
experiences and interprets and evaluates them.

The theory and model of self-concept a researcher adheres

to also causes some difficulty when self-concept is to be
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. If a considers self-concept to be a
unidimensional construct, as does Coopersmith (1967), it is
best measured on a scale where a person’s self-evaluations
made across items tapping a range of content are added
together. The total score of the equally weighted items
reflects the person’s sense of self in various areas of life.
(Harter, 1989).

Proponents of a multidimensional self-concept such as
Shavelson, Hubner and Stanton (1976) felt this unidimensional
outlook is too narrow because it neglects the evaluative
distinctions that people make about their competence in
different domains of their life. Measurement devices of
multidimensionalists identify specific domains of self-
evaluation, evaluate each separately and provide a profile of
self-evaluations.

Still other researchers, such as Rosenberg (1979)
emphasized a global self-esteem. Rosenberg felt that global
self-esteem (the general regard one holds for the self as a
person) is likely the product of a combination of judgements,
but felt, nevertheless, that it could be measured directly.

Harter (1989) suggested an integration of approaches due
to the need to consider the multidimensional nature of self-
evaluative judgements as well as an individual’s overall sense
of self-worth. Harter proposed that when measuring self-
concept, it is necessary and possible to construct questions

that measure domain-specific j about as
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well as an independent set of questions that tap global self-
worth directly. She pointed out, though, that the ability to
make reliable judgements of global self-concept is age
related, whereas the domain specific judgements about

competencies can be obtained from an early age.

Self-Con d_Academic Achjevement

As is apparent from the preceding discussion, the realm
of self-concept research is not an exact science. The
different theories, definitions and measurement devices make
the reliability of generalizing from one research study to

th 1 (Shavelson and Hubner, 1976;

Drummond and McIntire, 1977; Thomas, 1985). Also, as
Hansford and Hattie (1982) reported, the numerous studies
completed and the contradictory nature of the findings make
the traditional review of the literature a difficult and
imprecise task. The thrust of this section, though, is to see
if research findings indicate a relationship between self-
concept and academic and/or reading achievement. This end
can be achieved with a more general discussion of the types of
studies undertaken and the results obtained.

When children begin school they already have some opinion
of their self-worth, formed through the amount of interest,
love and acceptance they have received from the significant

others in their lives - usually their parents. They will have
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an array of self expectations about how they will do in their
school work and how others will react to them (Burns, 1979).
Wattenberg and Clifford (1964) questioned whether the self-
concepts of these kindergarten children were predictive of
their reading achievement. In their study, they measured
intelligence, self-concept, ego-strength and reading ability
of 128 children in two schools upon entry to kindergarten and
at the end of grade two. They found that an unfavorable view
of self and poor achievement are already established in many
children in kindergarten and that measures of self-concept and
ego-strength were more predictive of reading ability two and
one half years later than were measures of intelligence.

Correro and Turner (1985) also studied kindergarten
children and from results obtained on a self-report self-
concept test and a Stanford Early School Achievement test
concluded that self-concept scores were significant predictors
of academic success. A similar correlation between self-
concept and academic achievement was also obtained by Trent
(1986) in a study of 37 white and 25 black kindergarten
children.

McMichael (1977) conducted a study aimed at determining
the relationship between behaviour, self-esteem and reading
ability in 198 kindergarten age boys. Results obtained at the
beginning of the first year in school indicated children with
low self-esteem were also less competent in the basic skills

required for reading. The boys were retested as the end of
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the year and again self-concept scores were related to reading
test scores. McMichael determined that children with low
self-esteem were more likely to exhibit antisocial and
negative behaviour. She concluded that behaviour and self-
esteem problems co-exist at school entry and that reading
failure is likely to reinforce low self-esteem rather than
cause it.

Strain et al. (1983), however, found no significant
difference in self-concept scores among kindergarten children
rated by teachers as being high or low in academic and social
competence. The high rated childrenm with the high self-
concepts were high achievers and more compliant while the low
rated children with high self-concepts were more negative,
off-task and academically inferior. The researchers
suggested, though, that this might occur because low-rated
children are just not good at self-perception.

These studies show that the self-concept is an issue in
education as soon as children enter school. Also, a
persistent positive relationship between self-concept and
reading achievement is also indicated by these studies. Does
such a relationship exist as children proceed in school?
Other research studies attempted to answer this question.

Thomson and Hartley (1980) found that dyslexic children,
aged eight to ten, had overall lower levels of self-esteem
than classmates reading at or above grade level. Vereen

(1980) reported similar findings in her study of fifth grade
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boys and girls ~- those students scoring higher on reading
achievement tests also obtained higher ratings on measures of
self-concept. Those students whose reading scores were lower
represented themselves as having lower self-concepts. Battle
(1982) reported that reading underachievers possess lower
self-esteem, more hostility, more negative attitudes to school
and generally lower levels of adjustment than their achieving
and overachieving counterparts. Rivicki (1981) studied one
hundred forty-seven second-graders in order to determine the
relationship between academic achievement and self-concept.
Results obtained on standardized tests indicated that reading
and math scores were positively associated with self-concept
and that the relationship was stronger for reading than for
math.

Bulkowsky and Willows (1980) undertook an investigation
to determine specific self-perceptions that might contribute
to motivational and performance deficits in children with
reading difficulties. In this study, fifth grade children of
relatively good, average and poor ability were assessed on
tasks in which success and failure were manipulated.
Consistent with their predictions, the poor readers dispiayed
low self-concepts and learned helplessness. They were less
persistent and less confident than good or average readers and
they attributed failure to personal incompetence rather than
lack of effort or even bad luck. Johnson (1981) found similar

results in a study of boys, nine to twelve years old. Failing
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readers held low self-concepts, attributed success to factors
outside of self, and attributed failure to personal
incompetence.

Rogers, Smith and Coleman (1978) attempted to explain the
relationship between academic ach'ugiement and self-concept in
terms of social comparison theory - that people form their
self-concepts based on significant others in their
environment. One hundred and fifty-nine academic
underachievers aged six to twelve from seventeen different
classrooms were administered achievement and self-concept
tests. Results were analyzed in two different ways, and
showed that on all seven aspects of the self-concept measures,
the high-reading achievement group had the highest self-
concept scores and the low-reading achievement group had the
lowest self-concept scores but when results were analyzed
irrespective of within classroom standing, (that is, good,
average and poor readers), there were no significant
differences among groups in self-concept scores. The
researchers concluded that the relationship between academic
achievement and self-concept is based largely within the
context of the sccial comparison group - children compare
their level of achievement to that of their classmates, then
form their self-concepts based on the results.

Other researchers (Peterson, 1981; March, Smith, Barnes
and Butler, 1983; Byrne, 1986; and Briggs, 1987) also reported

a positive relationship between self-concept and reading
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achievement. These researchers, as well as others, have also
been concerned with the issue of causality. Does a low self-
concept cause poor reading performance or does poor
performance in reading negatively affect self-concept? Some
research has been done in this area.

Marklund and Hanse (1984) followed a group of 46
underachievers from first to sixth grade, testing for self-
concept development at various intervals. Results indicated
that the poor readers always maintained a more negative self-
image than a matched reference group. Furthermore, those
students who had overcome their reading problems by sixth
grade had developed a more positive self-image. Marklund and
Hanse suggested this implies that reading performance
influences self-concept. Similarly, Thai, in a study of
Vietnamese refugee children in southern california, found that
as these students’ reading ability increased, their self-
concepts improved. In Rivicki’s (1981) study of the self-
concept and achievement of second graders, he concluded, based
on the magnitude of the relationship between achievement and
self-concept, that achievement more strongly influenced self-
concept than vice versa. Peterson (1981), in a study of
Mexican American children learning to read, attributed one
reason for their low achievement in reading to their poor
self-concepts.

Arguments can be made for the other side of the issue.

Studies made of kindergarten children’s self-concepts
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(Wattenberg and Clifford, 1964; Correro and Turner, 1985;
McMichael, 1977; and Strain et al., 1983) all indicated that
these childrens’ self-concept were already formed upon school
entry, and that, therefore, reading problems do not cause poor
self-concepts. Instead the poor self-concepts have a negative
effect on reading achievement.

Still other researchers reported different findings.
Pottebaum, Keith and Ehly (1986) took subjects from a large
project of 58,728 students in a longitudinal study and applied
cross-lagged panel correlations to data collected on
achievement and self-concept to see if a causal relationship
could be found and the direction of the causality. The
results suggest that there is no significant causal
relationship between self-concept and academic achievement,
but rather that the observed relationship is the result of one
or more uncontrolled and unknown variables - for example
social class and ability may be predominant over both academic
achievement and self-concept. The researchers qualified their
study with the suggestions that self-concept and academic
achievement may cause each other in a cyclical nature or that
self-concept may cause academic achievement (or vice versa)
but that the magnitude of the effect may be too small to be
detected.

In another study undertaken to understand the
implications of self-concept within the achievement process,

Maruyama, Rubin and Kingsbury (1981) employed causal modeling
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techniques on longitudinal data of four to fifteen year olds.
They focused specifically on self-esteem. Their results
indicate social class and ability are interrelated and cause
achievement and self-esteem and- that achievement and self-
esteem are not causally related to each other. Byrne (1986)
drew similar conclusions. She applied a structural eguation
model to data collected on 929 high school students to

validate the seif—concept construct. In this study, causal

predominance ic achi and self was
not established. McIntire and Drummond (1977) also did not
find a causal relationship between achievement and self-
concept.  In their study of 72 boys and 72 girls, they
concluded that personality, rather than achievement, ability
or demographic factors tend to be predictive of self-concept,
but also added that their study still could not account for
one half of the variance.

sha‘velson and Bolus (1982) summed up the impasse in this
area by stating that most theorists agree that self-concept
and achievement are related but there is as yet no agreement
on causal ordering. For teachers, it would perhaps be most
logical to adopt the stance of Purkey (1970) who concluded
that there is "a continuous interaction between the self and
academic achievement, and that each directly influences the

other" (p. 23).
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other Factors Influencing Self-Concept

Socio-economic Status

Attempts have been made to show that socio-economic
status influences self-concept. Coopersmith (1967) found that
the relationship between social class and self-esteem is
positive, but weak. Data derived from his study indicated
that individuals in the high (upper-middle) social class are
more likely to have higher self-esteem than individuals in the
middle-middle and working class, but that the difference is
not significant. Maruyama, Rubin and Kingsbury (1981), in a
longitudinal study of children ages 4 to 15, found social
class and ability to be interrelated and to cause self-esteem
and achievement. Battle (1985) also reported a relationship
between socio-economic status and self-esteem.

Trowbridge (1972), on the other hand, found in a study of
3700 children in third through seventh grade that lower socio-
economic status children had higher self-concept scores on the

dimensions of general self, social self-peers and school-

academic on the C ith self I Yy, while the
middle socio-economic children scored higher on the home-

parent dimension. Trowbridge explained the findings by

suggesting that lower soci ic status may have

lower aspiration levels and consequently derive greater
satisfaction from their performances and that they may not

blame themselves for bad experiences, while middle socio-
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economic students may view their shortcomings as their own
fault. Amato and Ochiltree (1986) found the importance of
social and economic status to be age dependent. They reported
that adolescent self-esteem was more sensitive to the social
and economic resources of the family than was the self-esteem
of younger children, possibly reflecting an adolescent’s
greater concern with significant others outside the family and
pride or shame for one’s own family. It is obvious that the

relationship self and soci ic status is

still unclear.
Ethnicity

The research findings with respect to the relationship
between ethnicity and self-concept are also mixed and
inconclusive. Peterson (1981), in working with Mexican-
American children, found that their different language and the
alien environment of the school gives way to feelings of not
belonging, of being inferior and of very low self-esteem.
Silvernail (1985) examined the results of twenty-five studies
which measured the self-concepts of ethnic groups (Chicanos,
Blacks and Puerto Ricans) in comparison to Anglos, in
comparison to each other, and/or in segregated and
desegregated settings and could not draw any conclusions as to
the influence of ethnicity on self-concept. He suggested that
the mixed findings could be attributed to many factors, such
as confusion over definitions - many different operational

definitions were used in the studies and consequently
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different dimensions of the general self-concept had been
measured. As well, the influence of teacher expectancies and
behaviours when teaching children of varying ethnic groups may
compound the research in the area of ethnicity.

Gender

Another variable which may influence the self-concept is
the sex of the child, but here again research reveals
conflicting results. Coopersmith (1967) found self-esteem to
be significantly correlated with sex, whereas Battle (1985)
reported that in his research no significant differences in

the various ons of self: p (general, social,

school, home) could be found, but he did discover that boys
tend to gain higher self-esteem scores with maturity and that
this trend continues into the college years. It appears that

the issue of sex-linked self-esteem may be tied up with

cultural expectations for the two Males are exp

to be more successful and their efforts and achievement tend
to be valued more highly, resulting in more positive self-
concept ratings for males. This may explain Battle’s findings
that males gain in self-esteem with maturity. Battle (1985)
suggested that "society, by way of the conditioning process,
shapes the behaviour of boys and girls somewhat differently,
which subsequently causes boys and girls to perceive
themselves somewhat differently" (p. 55).

Teachers’ behaviours and expectations for boys and girls

may contribute to differences found in the sexes with regard
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to self-concept, but once again conflict in findings exists.
For example, Elaugh and Harlow (1973) reported that males
receive more atteation than females do from teachers and that
when the teacher is female this can result in lower self-
concepts for females. Samuels (1977) suggested, though, that
females more than males perceive their teachers’ feelings
toward them as positive. These results, although conflicting,
along with the role of cultural cxpectations cited earlier,
show the influence of others on the self-concept. Differences
in male/female self-concept may result from how others
perceive and treat each gender and how children of each gender
react to such treatment.

Ability

Ability is another factor which one would assume would
have a direct effect on self-concept. It seems plausible to
expect that the very able child would have a high self-
cu“ncept, whereas a child of lesser ability would have a more
negative self-concept. The reality, however, is not as clear
cut as that. Strain et al. (1983), in a study of fifty-six
kindergarten children found no significant difference in self-
concept scores between children rated as highly academically
competent and those given a low competence rating. Woodlands
and Wong (1979) studied 180 children in grades 4 through 7 and
reported that only a "“falrly" accurate prediction of a
student’s academic grouping (academically gifted, learning

disabled or average) could be made on the basis of self-
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concept scores. The gifted students only surpassed the
average on two of the Ci ith Self-Esteem
Inventory - convergent thinking and academic factors.

Woodlands and Wong suggest the myth that gifted students have
consistently higher self-concepts should be re-examined.

similarly, Chapman and McAlpine (1980) found that
children with high academic ability scored higher on the part
of the scale which related to academic self-concept, but such
high perceptions do not necessarily transfer to other non-
academic areas. Gonzales and Hayes (1988), in a study of
gifted underachievers, reported that their academic
achievement was influenced by their self-concepts, attitudes
to learning, and their aspirations. It appears that being
able does not necessarily translate into positive self-
concepts or even high achievement. Rather, the factors
discussed here, plus the experiences a child has and his/her
interpretations of them all play a part in self-concept
formation.
are] tions

Children’s perceptions of themselves are greatly
influenced by their relations with significant others
(Brookover and Gottlieb, 1964; Purkey, 1971; Singh, 1972).
Felker (1974) noted that in the first years of life, the most
important significant others are the parents. How parents
help their children grow and how they react to their

exploratory experiences have tremendous influence on them.
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(Coopersmith, 1967; LaBenne and Greene, 1969; Purkey, 1970;
Samuels 1977; Hammachek, 1978; Battle, 1982; Silvernail,
1985) . Felker suggested that parents influence the
development of their child’s self-concept in three basic ways:
as primary models for the developing behaviour of the child;
as primary feedback agents acknowledging how the child’s
behaviour is influencing others, and as the primary evaluator
of the behaviour of the child (p. 44).

What children believe about themselves is partly a
function of their interpretation of how significant others in
their lives see them (Purkey, 1971). Children infer this from
these peoples’ behaviours toward them. Thus, children’s self
concepts rest in part on what they think others think of them.
Parents are the first people to affect the development of
children’s self-concepts in this way, and they continue to be
significant throughout the child’s life (LaBenne and Greene,
1969). Silvernail (1985) summed up the role of parents in
this way:

Unquestionably, the parental care received in

the early years plays an enormous role in defining

the child’s self-image. A supportive environment,

with many stimuli and visible love and care on the

part of parents, will enhance the development of a

psychologically sound and stable self-concept. An

opposite environment will, in all likelihood, contribute
to the development of children who are psychologically

crippled (p. 12).

Hamachek (1978) reported that parental qualities most

clearly associated with the development of a positive self-

concept in children include warmth and caring, encouragement,
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