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SELF~-EVALUATION AND SUCCESS AT SCHOOL

LEON NIEBRZYDOWNSKI

Department of Psychology Universicy of Lodz, Poland

Abstract:

Tre present research on self-evaluasion embraced 360 s:udents
/11-15 years of aze/ in grades V-VIII, In the technique avplied,
the subiects had to selected from an orderad set of tasks/from
easiest to mos: difficult/ chose conforniny wicth their self-evaluated
vossibilivies and to solve them, Par: of che problems were typical
of academic tasks /polish lansuaze and machematics/, ochers pertai-
ned o exsraschool activity of which the subjects had no orevious
exverience. This procedure vermitc.ed observasion of behavior in
success and failure situations a2nd to rezister the order of selec:ed
problems /according :o degree of difficulsy/.Data analysis was the
basis of conclusions on the kinds of self-avaluation
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Self-evaluation catezories and the frezuency of their appearance
among pupils according to aze were esvablished. The followinz cate-
zories were disclosed: s:able adejuate, s.able enhanced, stable lo-
wered, and unstable, FMost pupils in all zrades exhibised adequase
self-evaluation, Lext in number were she unstable."he number of chil~
dren with adequate self-evaluation increases and the freque~cy of
unstcable and inadequate sslf-evaluasion declines with aze,
The arvicle provides information on the versonalisy iraiss of indivi-
duals with differen: kinds of self-evaluation, differensiation depen-
diny on forms of zc:iiviiy and i:s relasion wish success at school.
Casss are described of children reoreseniing various tyves of sel:-
valuation,
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Introduction

3y self=-evaluation is understood the complex of an individual ‘s
opinions and judgements about himself, ir particular of his looks,

abilivies, achievements and possibilitvies, It is a component of per-
sonality.¥ithout self-evaluation it would be impossible either to
define one s own individuality or so d.stinguish oneself from ozhers,
Iz furchermore enables to view oneself critically and to constansly
assess one s possibilities in face of varyins demands of life.
Self~evaluacion may be total or partial. The measure of the degree of

total self-evaluation is noc :the mean of the parzial assessments but

the level of evaluation of those traits which the individual considers;
dominant and with which he identifies.
Podzdérecki /1968/ astribuses :o sotal self-evaluation a cersain stabi-
lity/durability/, immutable over a ziven period of 1life, firmly rooted
and inseverable from what is $el¥ to be the authentic and unique "I",
This "I" may be manifested in overrating or underrating one ‘s possi-
bilities in relation to awaited tasks, Self-evaluation is enhanced in
the first case and lowered in the second. This is so because experien- |
ce aczuired over the years is not uniform for different individuals.
Jominant with some is the exverience of public recoznition and conse-
quent satisfacvion /reward/, with others it is mostly failures and
setbacks, It may hence be considered :that success and accomparyinz
public recoinition constribuce to high self-evaluacion, while long-
lastinz failure causes low opinion of oneself and correspondinzly low—
self-evaluation. Soccesses alsernating wish failures/Cr vice versa/
may contribute Lo shavinig 2 vacillating, unstable self-evaluasion
as an exoression of unstable personality. I: may be assumed :hat
orly 2 cersain cercentaje of persons form cheir self-evaluation propo-

r;ionaly o their exverience. Jnen it is sonesire
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low, depending on merits, we speak of an %dequate self-evaluation.

"he aim of the presenc paper is to establish:

1. the kinds of self-evaluacion prevalent among adolescents,

2.the personality traits of individuals with various kinds of self-
evaluation,

3.whether the subjects rate their possibilizies uniformly in spheres

of activivy where they had previous exverience and in fields where

they had none,

4.zhe relation, if any,between progress in scudies and varticular

kinds of self-evzluation.

Data on the abpve wers obtained by the Hoppe “xperiment cechnijue.

ethod

‘he subjects were 3ziven 9 numberd cards containing on .he reverse side

2 number of problems of prozressing dificulty:

a/ easy problems numberedl, 2, 3; b/ problems of averaze dificulty:4,5, |
6,
c/difficuls problems numbered: 7,3,9,
Jach subject was asked o vpick 1 orovlem accordini to his/her imazi-
ned possibilities and to solve i:. After she first successful or un-
. < . . .

successful atiempt ‘he task was repeated {three more Simes. The aim was
S0 observe the subjec:s behavior in success =2rd failure and co obSain
information on the seauence of problems crosen.

Tyve of self-evaluasion w=s esiablished by analyzing the cheices, Pupile

consistensly selec:cing vroblems from she

¢4}

tvy iroup and solvinz then
wishoud much difficulty while avoidin: -he averajely difficul: ones
were definzd 2s naving lowersd self-evalua.ion, High ssabilisy and ex-
clusive choice of difficul., unsoluble vprcblems charac<erized -he opvOo=-

el

site extreme: those of enhanced self-evaluation, fupils who chose and
D

solved »roblems 72ccordini to their actual voscibili-ies were diaznosed

wish ~dequsse zelf-2valuasion.ihis Syme mny te hizh, veraze or low.

“ubiz2ese itnorant of sheir ac.ual socsibiliLizs, who Jumpad in cheldr

emoizeT Yron tho o aniesy o ot e, AifFienls prablaro renrzen.ed un-

bl o . LRI ’




For sake of reliability, the experiment was conducted in two series,
In the first, problems were used from filds known to the subjects:
Polish languz3ze and mathematics contained in the school curriculum. ‘
In the second, problems were chosen from the squ=2res cesit. the objecti~-§g
ve of this siratezy was to determine whether the subjects assess their
vpossibilities uniformly in fields where they have experience and where
they have none. The invewstization embraced 360 pupils from grades
V-7III /in the Polish school system this corresponds to the age range

of 11=15 vears/.
Results:

The following tyves of self-evaluation were distinguished on the P25iS

of she data obtained:

Self-evaluation

1/S‘l’ab1e 2.Unctable

adedzéte nadejuate

raised owered
/e shall analyze the above tyoves of self-evaluation with particular

emphasis on che stable and unstable. This is an essential question,

since, as L.,Bozovitz /1985/ maintains:"Stable self-evaluation atcests
to a stable vpersonalicy and unstable to an irresolute, vacillating per-
sonality". lyve of self-evaluation is also closely linked with the de-

jree of verscnality siruccurinz and orzanization. rhus individuals

with stable self-svaluation have better ordered and strucsured verso-

ralities than their oovosises. A poorly strucsured versonality, in the

ovinion of J.Revkowski /1977/, is more suscen- ible to emotional influ-

ances, wucn varzonaliviss, accordin: o Lhe

.& aughor, characterize indi-

viduals whose celf-concents are inadevuase or shaned vy conflicsing

E)

armerience.,




Adequate self -evaluation

’he data show that almost /46,6%/ of the investizated pupils have ade-

auate self-evaluation and the rest /5%,4%/ in adegquate or unstable.

Considerinz that the former rate themselves more or less uniformly in

the different fields of activity, rezardless of experience, it may be

concluded that adequate self-evaluation is characteristic of a givén

period of development of versonality traits. Following is an example of

a person wich adeguate self-evaluation,

Jolanta S,,an average pupil, chose the difficult problems 6,7,&,9 in

the first series of the experiment /mathematics/ . She solved the first

three in 20 minutes wicth a little help from the experimenter., Uuring the

test she was complecely at ease. Jhen asked how she rated her machemati-

cal ability, Jolanta considered hersélf a good student,althouzh she had

orly p=assini marks in the orevious two years. lhe experiment verified

. . - ; ] .
the corretness of her estimation, as illustrated by the diagram below

/fizures 1 and 2/,

s
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the vrdve of their dnliculty are depicted wa the verny-
i avs and the succesave choes —an the homzon.

O avey Hiack Girgles sgmify problean solved, white
- uinolved
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Jolanta was more causious with the Polish lanzuaze problems. Her first

choice was from the averaze difficulty group /n0.4/ sincq she was zware

of beinji scmewhas we=ker in this subjecs. After successfully solving

chat oroblem her furcher choices corsisctently increased in difficulcy.

cxcep: for the last problem she més no unsurmounsable difficul-ies. She

=

oroceeded ideniically in the squares test.

Analvsis of the test resulcs and she ;irls bveh=vior during :ne experi-
rens indicatz a solf-evaluation 2lways conscnen; with her acsunl POSSi=-
oilities, despite zome differences in Lhe evolua-ion leve. in relation

5o nertisulor Zubjiecis, wolansa o, 3vs emasic in her soulisys, hag many

t




friends and is liked by her classmates, She devotes much time to so-

cial work at school and her outside environment. All of this confirms

with the thesis of J.3rownfain/1962/ that an adequate self-evaluation

is most desirable because of the possibility of the individual adju-

sting to the environment. Similar conclusions were reached by C.Rozers

/19%4/ who asserted that individuals wish adequate self-evaluatvion are

most frequently well adjusted.

Inadequat~ self-evaluation

As indicated above, stable self-evaluation may be adequate or inade-
. otz v C .
guate, Ic is inadequ when individuals insist on settinz themselves sa-

sks they cannot cove with or which they fulfil considerably below theix §
possibilities. Accordinz to some auchors, e.z. Lewin/1935/, J.Reykow-
ski /1970/, self-evaluasion is scronzly linked with level of aspira-

tion.BEnhanced self-evaluation is associatet with an =spiration level

above/overestimasion/ and lovered self-evaluation with an aspiration

level below /understimation/ one s 2cSual passibilities.
Znhanced self-evaluation

“he considerable majority of pupils in the inadequate self-evaluation
sroup disvlayed a tendency to overescimate their vossibilities.This
phenomenon was observed both in fields where the subjects had previous
experience /2olish lznzuase and mathemasics/ and where they had none
/she squares test/. Of the investizated pupil samole of 19,96 overesti- |

mated their vossibilisies: 21,25 in fields with vrevious exvperience,

—

7,27 in the souares tvest.These percencages varied over zrades. Je shue |
agcertained a mean of 23,ﬂﬁ in zrade V and 16,2/ in zrade VIII who
k@gﬂgmﬁqthe
oversstirmated their possibilities. These dasayblder the pupils, :he
lower cvhe vercentaze in :his resvect.The differences, noc sudden leaps
but gr-dual and sysscemaic, were most disuvinct besween zrades V oand
VIIT,

conicnl renresensatives of punils wish roissd L2lf-evelu:tion o.narse




with problems 6 and 7 and despite failure made each successive choice
from the group of difficult problems.Chrisctopher, a fifth zrade pupil
of intelligentsia orizin, may serve as example.Impolite during the ex=-
periment instrucctions, as soon as he learnt ifs nature and wisthous
stopving to coneside~, chose problem 7, After reading it three times
Chriscooher declared after several writiten assemois to crlculace che
resulys: "./his problem is queer and cannot be solved". Jespize fallu-
re, his next choice was problem X0.8, s:ill harder, =nd finally- the

most difficul:, problem No.9.

Y )
Fieo 3 Mathematies

As shown in Fiz.3,211 chree acvemp:s in the above example ended in
failure.Christopher motivated his complete confidence by assurinz that
he could solve difficult mathemasical problems "but these are 3o gqueer"
Seeing that the boy could not manaze the problems selected, the ex-
perimens provosed thai he choose from che averazely difficult ones.
The suzzestion was not considered, After 30 minuts of vian attenmpts
Christopher turned in his cards and as he was leaving the hall remon-
strated loudly: "I solved other problems like this and zot A 's?!

It should finnaly be noved that pupils with enhanced self-evaluacion
choose problems mainly within one 3Iroun. Weak ones, with poor school

records, test their ability by tackling oroblems of a- ~age difficulty; §

those with paessinzg marks aspire So solve more difficul :tones. These

puwoils choice of problems is indevendent of succes or failure durinz

the experiment. This means shat behavior in this category is due to
fixed ovinions of themselves and does not devend on momencary success
or failure, ‘hey rezain their convision althoush their self-evaluation
doe3 nou corresvond with -h2ir vossibilisies and are inclired o under-
Lake tasks ~bove cheir vncwers, chus monifestin: inadesual2 self-eva-
:ugaﬁmcnt she onhracserisuic

luacion in concresa fizlds of ~csivitr.Po

)
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of this group of pupils, we may add that they behave similarly in the

squares test where they cannot anticipate their possibilities. r‘his is
additional evidence that an inflated aspiration level is a personality

a
tr it, It may be assumed that such traits awxe tipical of the dogmatic

personality.

According %o the ovrotocol of the experiment, 95% of the subjects with
enhanced self-evaluacion replied "well", "I" have no difficulsies",

"I solve all oprovlems myself" to the question: "How are you managing
with mathematics and Polish lanzuaze?"They explained their choice of
more difficult provlems after failures z2s follows:"I hoped I would ma-
nage even the more difficuld, ones", I am able to solve difficult pro- f
blems, but tuday it somehow didn 't 20", e:sc. In short, these answer
of subjects with enhanced self-c¢valuation confirm their conviction
that the cause of failure is not latent in themselves but lies in
objective circumstances or in other persons. Characteristic of shis
3roup is their reference to the past in cases of failure, to zo0od or
very good marks in the subject in earlier grades, while iznoring cur-
ren:c marks./Ior more detailed data c.f., Liebrzydowski, 1976, 1989/.
Pupils with enhanced self-evaluation often iznore assesments that do
not correspond with their asviracions and do not verify previous atti=-
cudes fixed durinz their school careers, For low marks currensly obta-
ined they mos: often blame teachers, some:imes parents or colleagzues,
whom they accuse of injustice. Failure does not lead them to analyze
their behavior bus only deepens erroneous s2lf-knowledze and self-

evaluvasion.

Lowered self=-evzluation

"y lowered self-evaluasion is a state in which a person assribuses o

Aimself lower vossibilizies ¢hal acsually possessed and nence understi-§

mnies or socinl isiracsivness, e has » lower ovinion of she moral

v

values ol nis acsiviilies sthnan shey deserve and he 2xnecss la2ss from

0

0
~smar naanle han io justifisd" Jlaskausii 107 0,0, /. s oo rale,such

an
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a person does not believe in his possibilivies and is relucsant co

undertake difficult tasks out of fear offailure. It is hence a psychic

state which hampers activity and creative initiative. Persons wich

lowered self-evaluation sometimes resign from more attractive Sypes

of schools, work or public functions, since they lack confidence in

their ability to cove with them. . hey are furthermore in a constant

s-ate of incernal sension and are often worried and discurbed. ‘his
state may evoke behavior unexpecsed by cthe environment.A negatively
self-evaluating individual or one with an inferiorisy complex may mani-
fast defensive attitudes and deeds expressed in aggression, disorzga-
nization or escape from reality/2omaszewski, 1975/.

lhe present research disclosed very few pupils with lowered self-evalu-g

ation both in fields of activity with and without previous experience.

Jhey constitute 4,5 of subjecis in all the investigated zrades, which
is negligent when compared with the number with the other sypes of :
self-evaluation,
The zreat majority of the lowered self-evaluation group do poorly at
gchool and usually have workers  backzround. l.ore rarely, they consi-
st of average ovupils who fail in one or two subjects, It should also
be noted that girls underestimate their possibilities more often
than boys.The experimental data further indicate that while the par-
centage of this category is slizht, it cends to zrow from year to year
This is closely associaced with the rise in self-criticizm, It is alsd
to be observed that pupils overestimasini and underestim2ting their
vossibilities both display cervain characseris:ic peculiaricies, e.g.
they choose problems within one group. Those with lowered seli-evalu-
ation choose shem very cautiously, below their vossibilicies. .aldek
zrade VII, blue-collar backzround, rased averazes by 215 teachers, may
serve as an example of this kind of self-evaluasion, Ze made the fol-

lowinz choices in the exverimencal series /see Figures 1, 3, O.
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Althougzh he solved those problems without difficulsy, ¥aldek could

not be persuaded to choose more difficult ones because he considered
himself a pupil. According to the teachers, he was averaze in the lo-
wer 3zrades and had difficul:ies only in mathematics. ¥aldek said
abdut himself: " I am a weakling". His zrade VII teacher stated that
his written answers were much betser than the verbal ones and he ad-
mitted that he "loses his head' at the blackboard.

It turned out that 6545 of pupils with lowered self-evaluation were
school failures., 'he remainini 35, were those of a low or average ache
vement level, 'here were no zifted pupils in thasi Jroup,

Observation during the experiment poinsed to hyper-sensitivity to asse
ssment or criticizm and constant fear of failure or ridicule as the

causes of lowered self-evaluation. Such vuvils are especially affected

by failure and their cavpability of fursher effort is consejuently

reduced /c.f. YNiebrzydowski, 1989/,

Unstable self-evaluacion

Unstable self-evaluacion is impaired. It may take swo forms: 1/not
ye: cristallized, and 2/ undergoins change under she impact of current
exveriesnce.3oth forms reveal zrea; vacillation in deSermininz one ‘s
level of aspirasion. Thus, the individual is a:s simes convinced he can

a3%ain much and outdo comvesitors in many respects and at osher times

manis S quite the contrary, i.e.,ne believes he is worshless and

wizh she slizhvess difficulty /Reykowski, 1970/,4ccordingz

L,s0zowisz, 3his is a syopical s¥mnton 2f inmesure seif-onercevn,ion,
desiinaced as disintera.ion, whica is manifessed in -wo

consradiciory conceotions o ene s nossibilisies /3o

|




this is particulary evidenc in childchood and adolescence, revealing
lack of eguilibrium in the psychic processes and an emotional approach
5o the surroundinz world. In such persons small successes may cause
heizhtvened aspirations and a betcter frame of mind, while even a slizht
failure may seem 2 serius oroblem and tragedy. A fairly large percen=-
pupils manifestzd
taze of the investizated. an unstable /vacillating/ assessment of their [
possibilities. he mean for the four investiizated grgaes oscillaces
besween 23,65 in Polish languazge and 35,5% in the squares :test, lost

unstable assessments thus avvear in the laster, a2 field where the su-
bjects had no vrevious exvperience,
There are no statistically siznificant differences between grades, alt

houzgh the percentaze of pupils with unstable self-evaluation declines

pro3jressively over grades. ‘he mean for the three tasks covered by :he |

experiment amounts to 32,2, in zrade V, Fewest unstable self-evaluatiol]

were noted in grade 7III /mean for 3 :casks = 24%/ and most in grade V,
The hizther oroportion in this zrade can be attridbuied to many factors,. |
the most important of which are:
1/ Charzed demands in connecsion with the switch from insroductory te-
aching /zrades I-I//, to elemencary systemasics /zrade V/;
2/Greater demands posed on pupils in hisher elewmensary school gré—
des, lew conditions need no: always be unfavorable for the puoil, but
it cften havpens that when vpromoted from zrade IV to V, a previously
successful pupil becomes average and a vpassins studen:-unsasisfactory;
3{Increased activity of the insermnal secretion 7lands and accompanying
shaky eguilibrium of the psychic processes. is may be difficult for
some Dupils To mainsain a stable self-evaluation in these conditions.
inning wish zrade, VI pupils 2nter a certain vericd of stabilizasior
hemselves to rejuiramenss and commence to reconcile
nupil. ..08% stable in this
ard 22,2,0 re cively did
2oanture ninion

laniuase

a
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The situation with the squares test was somewhat different. Here ghe
percentaze with unsctable self-evaluation was pretty large, even in
grade VIII, amounting to 32,2%. Moreover, every third pupil of this
class was unable to assess his possibilicies adequately in a field
where he lacked experience, lt is noseworchy that more weak than
zood pupils have unstable self-svaluation. ‘hose successful in their
studies evaluated themselves very stably in ad)l series of the experi-

ment .,

For a more accurate elucidation of the silhousse of an unstcably seif-
evaluacing pupil we shall analyze the case of 3oZena, a Puck school
oupil of averaze atiainment level, She stersed the mashematics test

wish the easies: vroblem /M¥o.1/ which sre solved egzsily. very happy
with her success 2znd sure of herself, her sezond choice was the very
difficuls vrovlem &. As was .0 be exvecsed, she could not manage it.
She jot flustered, blushed and s2id: "I; mzy be betser if I don &

try -0 solve any more problems", I: reguired a lonz converszsion :o
couvince she zirl so continue., wearnini from her unpleasan’ experience,

she rnow asked for an easier problem- 0.2, iree:zing with no difficulty,

D and ~3z2in fel: savisfied wish herself, In she fourth

®
a
=
J

30zerna liven

1

avtemps she asked for oroblem Lo.5, of averaze difficulty. Thig time

she faziled again. ner successive choices are illusirated in Fig, 7:

8| A
| \ Th isting—a-
o \ . above —y! two scries offasks: 1) a
,,l \ which th&\pupils hafl previous e
- {Polish dyage/and mathemat
‘ 2y activity in Xfield where they |
[ { (the squarg, disclosed four
o) TS T sell-evalye are: stable .
stable lowered,

Pz, 7.0 Mathematies sty
-ne z2bove is an example of sudden jumds from easiest =o mnos: difficult

oroblems,his aSZesis o  a weik awaresress of possibilisies and I
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one s "I" on the one hand and to compesacory accenting of other sra-
its of the'"I" on the other. I m=2y be asserted that an individual of
unstable self-evaluation is strongly affected by arisinz situacion.If
a situasion is favorable and that individual scores a success, then
the self-evelu=2tion is raised: if unaforable=-ic is sharply lowered,It
follows then thas the "I" /personality/ of such a person is completely

dependent on the moods evoked by success or failure,.

-
i

iz may be =acc

[¢V]

sion besween currens and vrevious self-concevis, Jhen condizions are
unfavorable for maincaining 2 orevailing self-concent i zives way o
2 new one, ‘his process proceeds e; 2 different rase with different
verscns. Jhen self- conceps and the associased self-evaloussion chanze
in a vpositive direction, the shif is conflicsless: if in a ne;asive
direcvion =iy may be manifested in disturbed behavior. #dhen a negative
crhanze voroceeds oo rapidly, behzavior is arvificial,betraying sympsoms

of maladjustmen: /Niebrzydowski, 1989/,

Conclusions

-ne

¢

e}

xperiment, consistinz-as shown ~bove-of :wo series of :sasks:

1/.acsivity in which she vupils had previous experience /Polish lan-

zuage and mathematics/ and 2/Activity in a field where shey had none

/:he saquares :zest/, disclosed four kinds of self-evaluvation. -nese are:

stable adequate, stable enhanced, sceble lower=d, and unstable.

all tyves were preser: bosh in srade 7 nd zde /:1II oupils. he majo-

bH

rity of pupils in all invesvizated zrades had adequ@se self-evdluacior §

/mear for hoth sypes of acsivitv= 46,67/, These dasa susgess sha: in
i case adezuase self-sviluacion is 2 versonality srait, lex: in num
ber were thogse with unstable self-evaluasion who conssituzed a =wean of

220 in all srades, rejardless of che cvne of acsivity sested,.3us she
> O

tercens2iz of she lasser c7-.2350rv 417f2rd with ni2 and svne of acsivigy
~08% were found in srade V o:nd che leasy in :rede JIiI.A comnarison of
unils wish differens 57920 of self-sviluaSion roevealed an inore-se

Y4

pved that unstable self-evaluation results from a colli-fg

[
ey




13
proportion of the atequate type and a decline of the inadequate and

unatable types with age. This regularity persains o evaluacien both
in and out of school. A comparison of the data of both experimental
series shows that among the majority of subjects self-evaluacion
either corresponds in both activities or show a rising cendency in
school accivity. In extramural accivity there is a rise only in un-

stable self~evzluacion. Only 4,5» of the vupils were ascercained o

E

have underscimaced ctheir possibilivies in both kinds of ac:sivity

/see slso liebrcydowski, 1949/
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