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Abstract

Title: Developmental and Sex Differences in the Early Mentions of Kinder-
garten through Twelfth Graders' Spontaneous Self-Perceptions:

Implications for Educational Reasearch and Practice:

Reactive scales dominate the Séif-ceﬁéébt field. Using these in-
struments leave two questions unanswered. First, if left to his/her own
devices would the individual even think of him/herself in terms of that
dimension? Second, what are the dimensions in terms of which individuals
do think of themselves? With these two questions in mind 536 Kindergar-

ten through twelfth graders were asked the single question: "Tell me
lyzed on*the basis of self-concept content; self-esteem judgiments; and
as to whether the mentions appeared early or late in the protocol. One
of the numerous findings was support for an ontogenetic shift in self-
concept characterized as: "I am what I own" to "I am what I do" to "I
am what I am". A1l the findings were discussed by indicating ways for

curriculum planners to respond to the data.
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Title: Developmental and Sex Differences in the Earty Mentions of Kinder-

Imptications for Edacational Research and Practice:

THE SELF-CONCEPT

tiow a person describes his or her scif is reveating in several ways: What
ounc chooses to say about self may reflect the specific concerns and/or pre-
occupations of the individuat: One's conception of seif; or self-concept; has

with its own element of commonly shared meaning. For example, Yamamoto (1972)
sees the self-concept as "the composite of all the descriptions; verbal,
pictorial or otherwise; of me" (p. 3), while Felker (1974) describes it as "a
unique set of perceptions,; ideas and attitudeés which an individual has abouit
himself" (p. 2). Rosenberg (1979) conccives of the self-concept as “the

totality of the individual's thoughts and feelings having reference to himself

as an object" (p. 7). Finally, in an atteémpt to differentiate self-concept and

versus nonvaluative descriptions of self. Self-concept, according to tliem,

is one's nonvaluative description of personal attributes and the roles one
Inherent in the above, as well as most othier, definitions of self-concept

is the idea.that a process is involved: Whether it is a description; a result

of perceptions or reflections, or a response to that perception or reftection;

the self-concept has come to represent that which is the outcome of self

and other perceptions: Rosenberg (1979) insists that it is not the "reat seif"

but rather "the picture of the self" (p. 7). The self-concept as entity has



2
becn plicked ap on borh as the cause of particular behaviors and as the effeet
of particatar experiences; for example a given ciassroom environment: It has
in various contexts been given credit and it has been blamed: But most impor-

tantly, it has become a psychological reality and, as such, a mijor concern of
psychologists and educators:

While the seif-concept has been much investigated; seemingly little
progress has been made toward amswering the questions of the developmernitil
psychologist. Wylie (1974) has criticized the textbook treatments of it on
both the introductory and intermediate 1levels: She points oat that discussions

of sclf-concept and self-concept rescarch have been marked by a paucity of
unsupported generalizations. Research has penerally focused on "reactive"
self-concept (McGuire, Fujioka; and McGuire, 1979); involving the presciting
of a diménsion and having s individual rcact to it, that is; place him- or

One of the safest conclusions oneé could make regarding the data on the

developrient of self and questions of agc is that little has as yet becn
answered to any degree of satisfaction (Yamanoto, 1972; McGuire, et al., 1979;
Rosenberg, 1979). This area remains unexplored despite the fact that many
theoretical positions have been proposed relating to salf-concept development
either explicitly or implicitly. It is to some of these perspectives, and
towards an integration of the research that las concentrated on age differ-
ences; that we now tdrm;

Develvpmental Differences in Self-Perceptions

Central to this study is the emergence of evidence for davelopmental
differences relating to self-pesrceptions. Livesley and Bramley (1973) have

explored children's verbal impressions of self and others and found thut as

age increases the tendency is to describe self and others in terms of internal
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Seven year old clilldren described tlienselves primarily in terms of ubjec-
tive information such us possessions, physical appearaice, and general informa-
tior and identity. As age increased, there was uan increased use of statements
from categories such as general personality attributes, specif<c Sehavibrai
consistencies, and orientation. Deta on tlie descriptions of others showed that
the seven year olds favored external, readily observable attributes. When
making trait statements they favornd global, vague, and highly evaluative terms
(e:g: good, bad; nice; funny): With un increase in age, the use of more abstract
and conceptual terms was evidenced (e:g: shy; jealous, boastful):. Livesley ard
Bromley fournd a clear shift in descriptive emphasis between the ages of seven
and eight and proposed this period to be an important one:

Similtur results have been noted by Montemayor and Eisen (1977) who used
subjects ranging from nine to eighteen years of age: With increasing age they
found that an individual's seclf-concept becomes more abstract: Chitdren we:e
apt to describe themselves in terms of physical appearance or personal

comes less of a Skinnérian; moré of a Freudian" (p. 202). This quite aptly
describes thie trends that have arisen out of récent work with spontaneous self-
concept. Rosenberg maintains that crucial to the understanding of self-concept
différences between younger and older childrér is the distinction between an
Gxternal, overtly revedled self and an internal, covertly concealed self. He
réports data from subjects aged 8-19 that shows tliat the eightor nine year old
responds to open-ended questions abuit particlilar aspects of self in terms of
Sociial exterior- by listing tlicSe charadcteristics tliat are beliavioral,

observable, overt, public.
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4
The picture painted by Rosenberg is that the younger child of eight or

and preferences for certain objects or activities: #According to his data; as

the child's age increases; he or she becomes less of a demographer; less of a

behaviorist; and more of a psychological clinician: While the adolescent

case with the preadolescent.
' \
Recently, Lipka, Beane and Ludewig (1980) conducted a study involving

1102 kindergarten through twelfth grade students. Each was asked to "tell me
about yourself", was asked whether what they mentioned was something they would

like to keep or change; and then if the mention was school-related,; why they
would keep or change it. Thus not only were the salient dimensions identified,
N L

but also the valuation that the child attaches to such dimensions. Lipka;

et al. found that 17% of the mentions were school-related. An analysis of the

orientation.

VSV, - [VjIVEE, ,,,,,.,,,

In examining the developmental literature we found very little reason to
disagree with Rosenberg's (1979) general conclusion that sex difference research
in the seilf-concept field is scarce and incorisistent in its findings. One of
the few consistent findings is sex differences in protocol length (Livesley
and Bromley, 1973; McGuire and Padawer-Singer, 1976); where females tend to

generate protocols that are about fifteen to twenty percent longer than male subject

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:



O

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

5

and; they demonstrateéd a propensity for referring to a greiter number of

personal qualities in their description. However, and certainly supportive

of the view of inconsistency in the literature; McGuire and Padawer-Singer
(1976) noted that females tended to meéntion their sex as part of their gen-

cralized self-concept while males tended to mention their sex as part of

tlie discrete category known as pliysicial self=concept.

Sjpontarnecus vs Reactive lnstrumentation im Self-Perception Research

the issue of spontaneous versus reactive instruments in gatliering self-

Historically, the accepted instrumentation in the self-concept field is
of a reactive nature (e:g. Coopersmith 1967; Fitts 1964; Piers and Harris
1964). That is, thie instrument requires the individual to locate him/herself
on a scale tied to a dimenslion which is imposed by the developer of the self-
concept instrument: This technique reveals how the individual thinks about
kim/herself on that dimension; however; this methodology leaves two questions
unanswereds; First; if teft to his/her own devices would the individual even
think of him/herself in terms of that dimension? Second,; which are the
dimensions in terms of which individuals do think of themselves?

These questions were made even more cogent in a study conducted by Lipka

and Beane (1978). One hundrerd fifth and seventh graders were given a modifi=

cation of Coopersmith's Self Esteem Inventory. The modification consisted of

the addition of three columns labeled "keep"; "change" and "doa't care". After

responding to Coopersmith's scale of "like me" and "unlike me", the students

5



6
accurately reflected their feelings about the dimension under consideration:

of students responded "keep" and "change" which led to the hypothewis thak .
"I would rather play with children younger than me" coutd refiect a close knit

family or an accurate perception of sibling responsibility just as casiiy as

Gorden (1968) and McGuire ot al. (1976, 1979) have also argued at length For
the position that a comprehensive view of self-conception requires a spon-
taneour: response technique. Their arguments are so convincing and elegant
that the questions for this +:udy aré a diréct oxtension of McGuire's works:
while the protocol adiig lia, utilized Gordon's categories.

Early versus Later Mentions

In our growing examination of the spontaneous response technique literature;

similar to tlie stack~-depth and catepory labels employed in verbal memors
research. That is, when a person is asked to make a description of a near
or distant other, the early part of the resporc. -eflects what is most
dccessible or most readily .awailable to the person. However, is what is
most available central to an understanding of the per-~eption? Fiske and Cox
(1979) found that when subjects were asked to write a cescription of another
person, appearance statements dominatced the early writing while personality
descriptions and relationship terms characterized the later writing: Is it
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1. What are the developmental trends in self-perception? 1s there
a movement away from demographic variables and towards psycho-
logical constructs? Do we find the ontogenetic shift that the

second author calls: '"! am what 1 own" to "1 am what I do" to
"I am what I am"?

2. What are the sex differences in self-perception? Are fenales

-~

graders attending two céntral schiool systems in the southwestern portion of
New York State. It was thé inténtion to interview 50 students randomly
selected from each grade level for 4 total of 650 students per school systems
Problems of time, schédule constraints, interviewer absentceism; and subject
refusal reduced the samplé to a range of 30 to 50 students per grade levels

However, at no time was randomness sacrificed during the sampling procedire.

of 75 protocols, leaving a yield of 536 subjects for the purposes of tliis
study:

Materials and Procedures Twelve adults trained in tlie ifterview format arrived

at the participating schools; unannounced from a student perspective, to

view cousisted of a simple introduction by {irst names and a brief statement

O
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tell us about themselv :s" Thé intérvicweér indicated that heé/sheé would be

writing down what was said,; but assured cach student that nothing that was

of this interview. With that the intei iewer asked the student if ha/she was

ready to begin. If yes, the student was asked to "tell me about yourself".

If tlie Student responded "no" the interviewer asked if he/she would prefer to

talk to one of the other interviewers. If the response was still "no" the

walk back to your classroom with you'. If silence was the initial response

to tlie question "tell me about yourself', the interviewer had three temporally

related utterances. At the 5 second mark the interviewer stated '"you can

start anytime'; at 30 seconds "znytime you want to start, tell me about your-

self"s at 3 minutes the interview was terminuted with the statement "well,

perhaps some other time'.
For the students who responded "ves" the interviewer recorded as
accurately as possible all phrases and statements made by the students to
the questions 'tell me about youarself™: When the £tudents appeared finished
and after at teast 5 seconds had elapsed after the tast response the intei-

viewer said "now I would tike to ask you some questions abount the things you
told me": For each item on the list the student was asked if that was some-

the student and walked him/her back to class. If at this point the student

had any questions; the directions were repeatcd. That is "well; as I said

we are asking young people your age to tell us about themselves. We are just

1i
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interested in finding out what they say".

description of sell); sclf-csteem judpments {whether or not the student wantod
to change or keep the séli-concept content); and as to whether the mentions

representations. Two graduate students were preparced to use the system by a

_ . 7 -

for coding with an ensuing discussion of the system. This entire procedure
was completed a second time. A third random sample was then used to generate
an inter-coder agreeient of 78 percent.

Secondly, the coders were asked to employ the plus—minus system utilized

by Lipka, Beane and Ludewig (1980) for coding self-esteem (kéy-changé) statementss
with pluses denoting "keep" and minuses denoting "change" Statements.

Finally, at the suggesticn of the work of Fiske and Cox (1979), early
(first-third) mentions were coded to detste the relative position within the
total protocols

In summary then, each statement in a protocol yielded a three part coded
response - self-concept content, self-esteem, and its relative position in the
protocol:

Rosults

For purposes of analysis; the responses of thie srudents were organized
according to the percentage of those (in a given age group) who used a partic-
ualar category at least once.

Overall differences

Analysis of the entire protocols of all students showed significant age changes

in the usage of seven of the 30 categories (see Table 1). Significant increases

1 12
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11 role, X2(6)=59.86 (p <.001); student role, X2(6)=32.63 (p <:001);

sense of self-determination, X2(6)=45.05 (p (.001), and sense of unity, XZ(6)=

13.32 (p<-05). significant decreases with age were observed for two categories;

pame; X2 (6)=20:27 (p €.01), and possessions, resources; (X2(6)=26:88 (p €:001 ).

Older students described tliemselves niore often in terms of age and roles and
demonstrated a greater interest in personal goal-attainment and integration at

the person level. On the other hand, younger students tended to bs more concrete
and objectivi, by mentioning name and material objects as elements of identification:

age group failed to reach significance. Theé mean number Of .catcpories used by each
age were: 3.65, 4.09, 4.51, 4.16, 4.51, 4.14, and 5.04; F (6;529)=2:05; ns:

While a trend toward greater category usage with age was evident the overaii
increase with age was not systematic.

First-third Differences

In addition to the above analysis of the entire protocols of the students;
the carly (or first one-third) of the protocols were examined for developmental

trends. Significant age changes were observed in the usage of nine of the 30

student role; X2(6)=20.36 €p (.01); significant decreases with age were observed

in the following categories: name; X2(6)=15.82 (p<.05); kinship role, X2(6)=

17.31 (p <.05); and other activities; X2(6)=13:41 (p ¢:05): Finally, signifi-

cant curvilinear changes with age were found in the following categories:

results only partially replicate the overall trends noted above: Clearly

qualitatively different trends exiSt in the early part of the students' protocols.

13
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analysis was that the age; occupational role and student role categories shiowed

increases with age: Similarly, a decrease with age in the frequency of name

mentions was observed in the early part of the protocol. However, the signifi=

cant overall trends of possessions/resources, etermination,

and sense of unity failed to reach significance in the first-third analysis.

That is; while these categories gave rise to age differences when thé entire
protocol was considered, a consideration of only the early part of th protocol
erased these differences:

Sex differences

was collapsed: Analysis of the proportion of males and females who used each
category revealed two categories mentioned more by females: student role,

X2(1)=3.88 (p €:05); and membership in actual interacting group, X2(1)=10;54

(p {:01); and three categories more often mentioned by males:

likes; X2(1)=4.426 (p <.05); other activities; X2(1)=4:21 (p <:05); and sense

of moral worth; X2(1)=5.82 (p .02)

These findings supported a more thorough check of sex differences by age
group. Chi-square tests of independence were performed on all categories on
botli the entire protocols and the early portions of thems The analysis of the
é'riti'ré protocols revealed only one significant finding. Of those mentioning

third of the protocols also yielded only one sipnificant difference. Feomales

in the 4-6 and 11-1% year age groups tended to mention kinship role moré often
than did males; X°(6)=17.15 (p &0

A final sex difference analysis compared mean protocol length for males
and females, with the age factor collapsed. No difference between the length

of protocols supplied by males and females was observed; t (534)=.22 (p ».05).

14
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Keeps and Changes

While the predominant seclf-esteem judgment was a "keep" (87%), analysis
of those mentions which a student wished to "change" (13% of al' méntions)
revealed an earlty protocol effect: Significantly more "change" judgments
than expected by chance were given in the first-third of the protocols; ii(ije
9.83 (p &.01). Nearly 40% of ail "change" judgments were given in thie early
portion of the protocol: One possible contributor to such a trend miglit be
that older students are more critical of certain aspects of self. This was

not the case; however; as it was found that the tendency to give "change"

(p >.05).
biscussion
The methodology of the present research differs from previous studies on
the developmental and sex differences in self-concept in a few important ways.

Ore différence is that the present data was collected by an interviewer:

Individual students told another person about themselves. Tt is not surprising
that certain categories previously found to differ in usage across age groups
failed to differ, given this methodology. For example; Montemayor and Eisen
(1977), in a study in which students wrote down their responses in class group

and the sex categories. No such différences were found in the present study.
sioply a set amount of self-description. Thus, while Montemayor and Eisen

(1977) required students to give 20 different answers to the question "Who am I?",
no such structure was imposed on the present students. The overall mcan

protocol length (8:73 mentions per student) reflected this.

Overall Differences

When the entire protocol was considered trends emerged which are consistent

15
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with previous research on self-concept development,g. Livesley and Bromley,
1973; Montemayor and Eisen, 1977). Of those ascribed characteristics which
Gordon (1968) calls "structural locators” (categories 1-5), age and name
showed significant developmental trends. While name mentions decreased, age
mentions increased. Given that age is one of this society's primary mééhé

of differentiation, the growing importance of age to oneself is understandable.

Among the '"roles and memberships" categories of Gordon (categories 6=12)

increases with age in occu

it is not
a greater
beginning to feel the pressures of the '"real worid." That one's role as an

interacting student increases in iﬁﬁéEEéﬁéé suggests that the school setting
is a key contributor to one%s identity:. Interestingly; student rote is

the 17-19 year old group (62:5%): It is these two periods as a student; where

major transitions as student are occurring (i:e: from elementary to junior high

school and from high school to college or no school): It should be noted that

two categories that likely tie in with the student role category; intellectual

old group (see Table 1).

The one 'material references" category expected to show a decrease with

age, did so. The frequency of possessions, resources, suggesting the impor-
tance of other material objects as elements of identification, was highést in

the younger children. Finally, two of thé four "systemic senses of self" of

Gordon (1968), seiise of self-determination and sense of-unity, Showed

increased frequency of usage with age. These categories are concerned with
the more subjective sense of self, pertaining to goal attainment and personal

integration (Gordon, 1968).
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sapport for the development of the self-concept as proceeding from more
objective to more abstract, internal psychological qualities (Livesley and

First—third Differences

It appears that the question of whether or not a consideration of the
early portion of a student's protocol is fraitful, can be answered in the

affirmative:. The overali trends of the age; nawme;, occupational role and

student role categories were replicated in the first-third analysis. 4lso,

concerns. Interestingly; the interpersonal style category reached its tow

point in usage for the 11=12 year olds. While no differences existed when
the entire protocol was considered, a U-shaped function emerged in the First-

third analysis. We take this as further support for the role identification

comes to self-identification.
Yet another illustration that there is important information to be
drawn out of the early mentions of students lies in the observed decrease with

age in using the other activities category. This was found to be true only

in the first-third analysis. It is this first third finding that supports our
notion of the younger child as conceiving of self in teris or what he or she

does.s While all students mentioned activities, the youniger studeiits mentioned

17
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their activities more often in the early stages of their self-deScriptions.
In summarizing the developmental differences we have ideiitificd, two
important points can be made: First; we believe that, given the present
findings and previous research; there is support for an ontogenetic
shift in self-concept characterized as: "I am what I own" to "I am what I

the protocols has supplied additional and important information dbout
developmental differences.

Sex Differences

response patterns. What stands out about the sex by age group analysis is the
absence of any differences in ali but two of the categories: Clearly, there
is little evidence for sex differences which depend on the age group under

consideration. Interpreting diffcrences in the occupational role and kinshiip

role categories is difficult.

The second type of finding in the male-female analysis is that there is
a differential usage of certain categories by sex which transcend age boundaries.
The greater tendency on the part of females to include aspects of their student

role and membership in actual intéracting groups is intriguing. Apparently,

than do males. On the other hand, males Séem more attuned to interests and
activities, and show a greater interest in codes of moral standards or pattern
maintenance at the person level (Gordon, 1968). It may be that males; overall,
are more '"'doirq" oriented.

Keeps and Changes

RIC
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cffects in students' spontaneous! self -perceptions are worthy of investigation.

As noted above; significantly more "change" judgments appearéd in the carly

part of the protccol: We believe thit this supports the argument that one i
more aw:re of those aspects of self with which he or she is dissatisfied. The

.

O

and different modes of expression: The movement from "“What I own" to "What I
do" to "What I am" provides support for a curricular/institutional patteri
known as the self-enhancing school (Beane and Lipka; in press): That is,
school is a dynamic, evolving institution moving from a custodlal to a human-
istic orientation, from external control of students to self-direction in

schools, from teacher exclusive planning to student and teacher planning,
from expecting failure to ensuring success, and From subject-centeredness to
life-centeredness,

Further; the findings provide additional support for the view that
transescence (10-14 years of age) is an age group of acute vulnerability.
That educators working with this age group need curricular goals emphasizing

personal commitment, purpose, and the processes of evaluating and valuina.
And, thar these goals should be undertaken in an environment that includes
cooperative learning and other constrictive peer interaction techniques.

sibility for assisting young people in the examination and evaluation of , as

13
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well as possible changes in, their self-perceptions. For the results suggest
that those things which a student would like to change about self are mentioned
early in the protocol and thus may be more readily available or accessible to

the individual: An individual for whom the role functions related to schooling
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