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Transition to Junior High School and Gender Intensification

Jacguelynne 5. kEccles, Christy Miller, David Reuman,

Harriet Feldlaufer, Jan Jacobe, Larcl Midgley, znd &llan Wigfield

Several Vtines of research suggest that gender-role intersification mar
precinitate a change in studentis’ academic motivation as they moys inta
Junior and zenior high schonl. First, i+ gender-role socialization
intensifies at puberty, then, for example, girls may come under increasing
internal and external pressure o inuvest time in zsocial activities and
heterozexual relationships at the expense of school! work at precisely the
time when most of them move inio junior high schoeal. In support of this

sggoestion, a recent time use study has found that older girls spend more

it

time socializing with friends tharn vounger girls and older bovs spend more
time plaving organized sports than younger bores (Timmer, Eccles, & O°Brien,

12855,

Second, bDows’ and girle’ attitudes toward various sex-iyped subjects such

as math and English appear to diverge at this same sge. In particulfar, girls

.
1
H

become increasingly negative toward math, sspecially in comparison with

English, during the junigr high scheool wears {(Eccles, 19852,

Third, Simmcns and her colleagues have shown that the negative sffecis of

the transition into junior high school on students”



self-esteem and achievement motivation are most marKed for
pubertal girls interested in dating, Similarly, Roberts has
found an intriguing interaction between ihe valuing of
popularity, gender and grade changes over the Junior high school
years, OGrades in langquage, literature, and social studies
decline from seventh to eighth grade for girls who value
popularity. In contrast, grades in these sub.jects increanse for
boys who value popularity. Furthermore, while there wus a
positive relationship between school achievement and various
measures of self-esteem and positive mental health for bovs,
these relationships were either non-signficant or curvilinear for

girlsy with high achieving and low achieving girls looKing the

worst (Roberta, 19862,

This paper will explore these issues. First, I will present
data documenting the change in girls’ and boys’ attitudes and
behaviors during the early adolescent period. Second, I will
discuss changes that may be occuring in the social environments

at sthool and at home that may contribute to these changes.

Over the last 10 years, my colleagques and I have been gathering
data on the early and middle adolescent period. These studies
include information on the achievement-related behaviors, beliefs
and attitudes of students, teachers and parents. In particular,
we have gathered information on the students’ confidence in their
abilities in math, English, atheletics, and social encounters.

e have alse gathered information on the value they attach to



competence in each of these domains and on their interest in
participating in each domain. I will use these data to document
the emergence of sex—-typed interest patterns and self-perceptions

during this period of development..

We have also gathered information from these students’ parents
and math teachers. The teacher information includes low
inference assessments of teacher—student interaction patterns and
high inference measures of teacher beliefs and teacher behavior.
The parent information includes measures of parents’ ratings of
their children‘s competencies in euach of these domains as well as
measures of the importance the parents attach to their child’s
involvement and competency in each of these domoing,. We will use
these datn to describe systematic changes in the social
environments of early adolescents that moy contribute to the

emergence of gender—-typed preferences in the students.,

Finallyy the parent data set also includes aon indicaotor of
their child’s pubertal status., We will use this indicator as o
filter to explore whether gender intensification effects depend

on the pubertal status of the child.

EBesultis?

Age-related changes in adolscents’ self perceptions and interests

Figure 1 illustrates the findings from our first study. This
study involved approximately 2%0 5-12th grode students. The bulkK

of these students, however, uwere in Jjunior high school. This



figure depicts the change in %tudents’ confidence in their math
and English abilities. Clearlyy the girls in this study are
becoming more sex—typed with agej that is, their math self
concept declines while their English self-concept remains bigh.
Consequently, the differential between the two sub.jects increaées

as these girls move through junior high and high. school.

Figure 2 illustrates the same change in the value these
students’ attach Lo math and Englishs, A similar sex-~typed effect
emergesy Wwith girls’ coming to value English more than math

during the Jjunior high vears.

We hoave documented a comparable effect for both variables in a
second study of approximately 500 students in grades S-11. In
this sample, the sex—typed effects on the confidence measures
were most marked in grades eight, nine, and ten for girls and in

grodes five to seven for bovys. The sex-ivyped effecis on the
interest and importance measures were most markKed in grades eight

and nine for girls and in grades 10 and 11 for the boys.

It is importont to note that we have no evidence in either of
these studies of any sex differences in performance in math in
terms of either grades or standardized test scores. Furthermore,
while the girls do per%orm better in English than the boyss, they
don’t perform substantially better in English than in math during

these vears.

We have .just completed ocur third study. This study involves



over 2500 students maKing the transition from a sixth grade,
elementary school environment to a sevéﬁih gradey Junior high
school environment., It alsc includes their math teachers, and a
sizeublgfproportion of their parents. It incliudes items
assessing the athletic and social domoins as well as the math and
English domains. AlLthough we are still processing these data, we
have completed some initial analyses of the data from the first 3
- waves. These waves were collected in October and April of the

students’ sixth grade year and again in October of their seventh

grade year.

We found less evidence of gender-role intensification in the
attitudes and behavior é? these transitional students than we
expected and what evidence we found is limited, for the most
party to the non-academic domoins. For example, girls’ ratings
of the utility value of athletics and boys’ ratings of the value
of being popular declined over the .Jjunior high school
transition, Similarly, according to parent reporis, the
interference of social interests with academic achievement

increased for girls from Wave 1 to Wave 3.

Additional evidence of gender—-role intensification comes from
the parent reports; although these effects depend on the child’s
pubertal stotus, they are consistent with gender intensification
theory in that they reflec# increasing involvement in sex~typed
activities for early maturing girls and boys during this

transitional period. For example, gender intensification effects



emerged on the parents' ratings of the amount of time the adolescents spent
on various activities. Early maturing girls in the sixth grade spend more
time in music/art/dance classes than less well developed girls. Similarly
(as you can see on Figure 3), in the seventh grade more developed boys spent
more time in athletics than less well dgveloped boys; as one would expect

if pubertal status leads post tramnsitional girls to avoid male sex-typed
activities, the opposite pattern for sports participation occurs for seventh
grade girls. Similarly (as you can see on Figures 4 and 6), at Wave 3, early
maturing girls, in comparison with on-time or late maturing girls, were seen
as more interested in the opposite sex. (As you can see on Figure 5), more
developed girls and boys were also rated as spending more time socializing
with the opposite sex than their less developed peers. Finally, (as you can
éee bn Figure 7) early maturing girls were rated by their fathers as finding
ﬁath more difficult in seventh grade than in the sixth grade while late
maturing girls were rated as having found math easier in the seventh grade than
in the sixth grade.

In addition to these gender—réle intensification effects, we found a
general decline in bofh boys' and girls' confidence in their English, athletic,
and social abilities; these effects were especially marked for social abilities
between Waves 2 and 3. (As you can see in Figure 9) a similar decline
characterized the students' ratings of the utility value of math, English and
athletics. 1In addition, boys' ratings of the importance of popularity de-
clines as they move into junior high school while the girls' ratings remain

stable



Results:

Parental Influences

What could account for these changes? Soclalization theory suggests
that parents' goals and aspirations for their children may become more sex-
typed as their children enter into puberty or move into junior high school.

We used data from all three studies to assess this possibility. Basically,

we found little evidence for such shifts. When we compared the confidence

that the parents in studies ] and 2 had their children's math abilities

across grade levels, we found a consistent pattern of sex differences that
varied little by grade levels, we found a consistent pattern of sex differences
that varied little by grade level from grades 6 to ]2. Parents think math

is harder and less important for girls than for boyé throughout this age range.
The only major developmental trends in these data are as follows: the sex

of child differences were not common among fifth graders, and the most marked
sex differences occured for children in the sixth and eighth grades.

Despite its large sample size, Study 3 yielded similarly weak support for
developmental change during this period. Instead, Study 3 replicated the sex
differences we had already found. TFor example, by sixth grade these parents
think that their daughters have more ability in Engliéh than in math and that
their daughters have more ability in English than in math and that their sons

have more ability in math than in English. They also believe that their daughters



have to try less in English than in math and that the opposite is
true for sonsi and that their sons are more interested in math
than in English and that math is more important than English for
sons. Finally, they have higher expectations for their daughters
in English than in math and higher expectations for their sons in
math than in English. Ciearly, sex-typing in acadewic domain is

already in place in the home by sixth grade.

These parents also did pct appearito become more sex—typed in their
perceptiuns of their children’s abilities or in their values for
their children’s activities as ihe children moved into .junior
high school. Instead, like the children, the parents simply got
more negative ag their children moved into Jjunior high school.
The importance the parents placed on competence in math, English,
athleticsy and social interactions all decreased from Wave 1 to

Wave 3, Why this might be true is nol apparent in our data.

Th?ﬁy although we have little evidence of porents becoming more
sex~typed in their attitudes as their children move into Jjunior
high school, we have clear evidence that parents have sex-typed
beliefs regarding their bovs’ and girls’ math and English
caompetence and regarding the importance of math and English for
their child {(Eccles, Jacobs, Flanagon, Goldsmith, Barber, Yee,
Carlson, 19846). Ferhaps these differences set the stage for
sex-typing effects to emerge os a consequence of school

experiences, It is guite possible, for example that math



instructions in the seventh grade differs from math instruction
in elementary school in such o way as to undermine girls”

interest in math and girls’ confidence in their math abilities.

The remainder of my talkl?ocuses on this issue.

Results!

Math Classrooms

Study 3 wus specifically designed to assess classroom
differences between sixth Qﬁd seventh grades. In this study we
used high inference rating procedures to ¢ollect information
about the classroom from students, teachers, and observers.
Initiel analyses indicate thut seventh grade Jjunior high school
math classrooms differ from sixth grade upper elementary school
" math lessons in systematic ways. In comparison to sixth.qrude
classrooms, the seventh grade classrooms are characterized by
less opportunity for involvement in decision making, more whole
class instruction, and less individualized instruction and
lenrqing {Feldloufer, Midgley & Eccles, 1984¢ Midgley 2
-Féldlau?er, 1984). In comparison to sixth graede teachers, the
seventh grade teachers are less likely to trust the studentss are
more concerned wiith maintoaining strict control, and are more
likely to use explicit, public criticism, and are less likely to
provide intrinsic reasons far studying math {(Feldlaufer, Midgley,
Eccles, 19843 Midgley, Feldlaufer, & Eccles 1984). These effects
are illustrated in Figures 10 and 11 and on Tables 1 and 2. Other

studies also suggest thot grading practices get more harsh in



Junior high school.

We have argued elsewhere (Eccles, Midgley & Adler, 1984) that
such differences in the classroom experience of seventh graders
could undermine the students’ motivation to study math. They
certainly could be contributing to the general decline we found
in this study in the students’ aottitudes toward math nnd English
{see Figures 8 and 9)., I‘d likKe to argue now that such practices
may have an especially debilitating impoact on girlé’ motivation
to study math. Several investigotiors have argued that certain
characteristics of classrooms may be eapecinllyrmgathmqfqr
girls {(Erush, 1980} Casserly & Rock, 1985; Kahle, 19847 Feterson
% Fennhemn, 19859%). In o previocus study, we have shown that girls
have more positive attitudes toward math in classroom that have
relatively high levels of individuolized work rather than whole
class, drill instruction;f;hey also have more positive atiitudes
in classrocoms uit%?relntively little criticism and praise (Eccles
& Rlumenfeld, 1985: Porsons, Raczala & Meece, 1982, In an
analyeis of this data set that we are presenting on Saturday, we
have found that girls have more favorable attitudes toward math
in classrooms in which the students’ believe that the teacher is
fair and warm, in which there is relatively little competition
among students, and in’which the teachers stress the wvalue and
importance of studying math (Eccles, MacIver & Lange, 1986).
Seventh grade math classrooms don’t exemplify lhese

charactertistics. In fuct, if anything, we have found o decrease



in these characteristics as the students move from elementary school into

junior high school.

Girls cam also be expected to fair worse in classrooms with harsh grading
practices. Several people have demonstrated that girié are less likely to
attribute their math successes to ability and more likely to attribute them
to effort (Eccles-Parsons, Meece, Adler, & Kaczala, ]1982; Wolleat, Pedro,
Becker, & Fennema, ]980). They alsc enter the seventh grade with somewhat
less confidence in their math abilities (Eccles, Adler, & Meece, ]984). It
seems likely that they will wonder what has happened when they start getting
iower math grades than they did in the sixth grade. Given that American
children view math as a rather stable ability and believe that math gets in-
creasingly more difficult with each year, it seems likely that girls might
conclude, especially given their initially lower estimates of their math ability,
that math has gotten too difficult for them to master without excessively high
levels of.effort. Such a belief ceuld lead girls to lower the value they
attach to math over the junior high school years or could lead to an increase
in their level of anxdiety; either of which could undermine their motivation
to study math in secondary school.. This dynamic could be further exacerbated
by the tendency for girls to set higher standards for their performance.

Some evidence suggests that girls consider a B, for example, to be a subjec-_
tively worse grade than boys and as an indicator of lower ability than do boys.
Thus if we couple the shifts outlined above in classréom c¢limate with the
increasingly harsh grading practices that other investigators have documented

occuring in junior high school, we can see the design of the archtypical

3



"girl-unfriendly math classroom. To the extent that such practices are more
characteristic of math classrooms than English classrooms as Brush (]982) has
suggested then we have a possible explanation for why girls' attitudes toward

math decline relative to their attitudes toward English during the junior

high school years.
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Figure 3. Pubertal Level and Father Report of Time Spent on Sports in
the Seventh Grade
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Figure 4. Pubertal Timing and Mother Report of Socializing More with
the Opposite Sex now that the Child is in Junior High School
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Figure 4. Pubertal Level and Mother Report of Socializing More with
the Opposite Sex now that the Child is in Junior High School
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Figure 7. Pubertal Timing of Girls and Father Report of the
Difficulty of Math Before and After the Transition
to Junior High School
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TABLE 1
COMPARISON OF PRE- AND POST-TRANSITION TEACHERS' BELIEFS

Composite Pre-mean Post-mean F-ratio df
Trust 12.88 9.24 72.32* 1,167
Control 16.30 19,54 22,.53* 1,165
Efficacy 20.09 17.57 30.12* 1,166
Fixed Ability 9.06 9,56 2.27 1,168

*p<.001.
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