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ABSTRACT We assessed how children’s self-concepts of ability for mathe-
matics, Englisk, social, and physical skills activities, ratings of the importance
of these activities, and general self-esteem change across the transition to junior
high school. Three types of change were assessed: change in mean levels,
change in stability, and change in relationships. Twice sach year during the sixth
and seventh grades, 1,450 children completed questionnaires. Mean levels of
children’s self-esteem were lowest immediately after the transition, bat re-
covered during seventh grade. Self-concept of ability and importance ratings for
math and sports activities showed linear declines. Self-concept of ability for so-
cial activities showed a cubic trend, but importance ratings for social activities
declined in a linear fashion. Children’s self-concepts of ability for math and
English became less stable across the junior high transition, whercas beliefs
about other activities and general self-esteem were more stable in seventh grade.

'The development of personality and the links between personological char-
. acteristics and behavior have long interested psychologists. Recently, atten-
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tion has focused on self-concept as a critical component of personality.
Many theorists have attempted to articulate exactly what the self-concept is
and how it relates to behavior. There is reasonable consensus that it is best
to think about the self-concept as having many components and subcom-
ponents that include appraisals of one’s competencies and characteristics,
evaluations regarding the relative importance or value of these various com-
petencies and characteristics, and a general sense of one’s self-worth or self-
esteemn {Epstein, 1973; Harter, 1983; James, 1890/1963: Kihlstrom & Can-
tor, 1984; Markus & Nurius, 1986; Rosenberg, 1979 Shavelson & Bolus,
1982; Shavelson, Hubner, & Stanton, 1976). Developmental psychologists
have been quite interested in how these various aspects of self-concept and
self-esteem change with age (e.g., Dusek & Flaherty, 1981; Eccles, Midg-
ley, & Adler, 1984; Harter, 1982, 1983, 1985a, 1985b). Several develop-
mental psychologists have suggested that early adolescence may be an es-
pecially interesting tume to look at these changes (Eccles, Midgley, & Adler,
1984; Erkson, 1968; Higgins & Parsons, 1983; Rosenberg, 1979; Sim-
mons, Rosenberg, & Rosenberg, 1973). In this article we investigate devel-
opmental changes in both the level and the stability of the following com-
ponents of early adolescents’ self-concept: (@) appraisals of their ability in
four specific areas (henceforth referred to as self-concept of ability), (b) the
importance they attach to competence in each of these four areas, and (¢)
general self-esteem.

In keeping with current approaches to developmental change (Damon
& Hart, 1986; Lerner, 1986), we investigated three types of change:
change in mean levels across time, change in the within-subject stabifity
across time, and changes in the association of the variables of interest to
a related construct. Change in mean level tells us something about how
the population as a whole changes over time, usually in response to some
systematic changes in the environment. Stability coefficients tell us
something about the stability of individual differences within the popu-
lation over time. Changes in the association of the variable of interest
with a related construct tell us something about changes in the qualitative
meanting of either or both variables to individual subjects.

Early adolescence is a particularly interesting time to study all three
types of personality change. First, for reasons discussed more fully later,
early adolescence is a time when the perceived importance of various do-
mains may be changing. Second, it is a time when identity formation is
presumed to be a very active process. In some regards, identity forma-
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tion can be seen as the process by which individuals: (a) develop a more
realistic picture of their relative competencies, (b} come to know what
they value about themselves, and then (c) ground their self-estecem
around these values. Viewed this way, identity formation is directly re-
lated to the three components of self-concept we are studying. Third,
several researchers have suggested that early adolescence is a time of
gender-role intensification, a time when males and females will be pres-
sured to adopt more extreme differences in their interests, domain val-
ues, and activities (Eccles, 1987a; Hill & Lynch, 1983; Parsons &
Bryan, 1978). Fourth, it is a time when most children in the United States
experience a major school transition that involves substantial changes in
the nature of their social environment.

Developmental Changes in Self-Concepts of
Ability and Seli-Esteem at Early Adolescence

Theorists such as Erik Erikson (1968) have proposed that early adoles-
cence is a time of “storm and stress,” and that great change occurs in
children’s self-perceptions and identity at that time. In support of this
view, Simmons et al. {1973), in a cross-sectional study of approximately
1,000 students aged 8 to 17, found that the early adolescence period (ages
11 to 14) was the time in which children’s self-perceptions were the most
negative. Compared to younger and older children, the 11- to 14-year-old
children were more self-conscious and had lower overall self-esteem,
less confidence in their academic abilities, and less stable self-percep-
tions. Simmons et al. tied these disturbances to the change in the school
environment that occurs for many children during early adolescence. The
most dramatic differences they observed were in the group that had just
made the transition to junior high school.

Attempts to replicate these findings have yielded quite mixed results
(see Eccles, Midgley, & Adler, 1984; Eccles & Midgley, in press, for
reviews). For example, Thornberg and Jones (1982) reported a general
cross-sectional decline in self-esteem during Grades 4 to 9. Similarly,
but using a longitudinal design, Simmons and Blyth (1987) found a de-
cline in general self-esteem during early adolescence but only for girls.
And our research group has found a decline in self-concept of math abil-
ity but not English ability over Grades 5 to 12 (Eccles, Midgley, & Adler.
1984). Others, however, have found little evidence of any decline during
the early adolescent period in either specific ability self-concepts or gen-
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eral self-esteem. Dusek and Flaherty (1981), in a large-scale 3-year lon-
gitudinal study of children in Grades 5 through 12, found more stability
than change in children’s self-concepts (measured by children’s percep-
tions of their adjustment, achievement/leadership, sociability, and mas-
culinity/femininity). Nottelman (1987) found that students’ self-esteem
scores increased slightly following the transition to junior high school.
(O’Malley and Bachman (1983}, using the same self-esteem measure that
Simmons et al. (1973) used, also reported small increases in children’s
self-esteem through the adolescent vears.

What are we to make of these inconsistencies? Iirst, the studies vary
greatly in the specific measures used to assess self-concepts of ability
and self-esteem, making exact comparisons difficult. In addition, as
noted above, those studies that have looked at self-concepts in different
subject areas have found different patterns of change associated with the
different subject areas (e.g. Eccles, Midgley, & Adler, 1984). We have
also argued (Eccles & Midgley, in press; Eccles, Midgley, & Adler,
1984) that specific classroom characteristics will affect these self-con-
cepts and, consequently, that changes in these specific classroom char-
acteristics will affect the nature of longitudinal changes in self-concepts.
Studies are needed which use similar measures across time and which
focus on domain-specific self-concept measures as well as global mea-
sures of self-concept and self-esteem.

Second, although not all studies actually specify when the measures were
collected, the studies reporting this information vary as to the time of year
in which the measures were collected. Presumably, the other studies also
vary on this dimension. There is good reason to suspect that time of year
will impact on self-concepts of ability and self-esteem measures, especially
during those school years when the students may have just undergone a
school transition as well as a grade-level change. For some variables, these
transitional effects should be most marked in the fall immediately after the
transition into the new environment. But even within the fall term some of
these effects may change. For example, there may be an initial honeymoon
effect with the transition to junior high school, followed by a decline as the
children adjust to the more harsh realities of the junior high school environ-
ment. For other variables, changes resulting from a different environment
or different teacher may take longer to emerge and so may be more marked
in the spring of the school year.

Third, and most important, to the extent that we think that develop-
mental changes in self-concept reflect systematic changes in the social
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environments of the children rather than global properties of the adoles-
cent period (Higgins & Parsons, 1983), we would expect variations in
these changes depending on the types of environmental changes the chil-
dren experienced. We can assume that most of the children in the studies
reviewed above were experiencing some type of change in their school
environment during these years. At the very least, most will have moved
from a small elementary school to a larger, more impersonal junior high
or middle school. Traditional junior high schootis differ from traditional
elementary schools in numerous ways. For example, they are larger,
more impersonal, and more departmentalized. In addition, according to
Eccles and Midgley (in press), they are characterized by more formal,
controiling, and less trusting relationships between students and teach-
ers; a greater emphasis on evaluation and social comparison among stu-
dents; stricter grading standards; and a disruption of children’s soctal
networks. Differences on these dimensions across studies could account
for the inconsistencies in the data. '

Unfortunately, in some of the studies cited earlier, almost no informa-
tion is provided about either the nature or timing of such school-related
changes for their subjects. We don’t know, for example, the year at which
the subjects moved from elementary school to the next level of schooling
(i.e., junior high school or middle school). We also know little about the
types of social environments in either school setting. In addition, class-
rooms and teachers within a grade level or school building vary on the
characteristics outlined above. To the extent that these classroom level
variations are systematically associated with subject matter area, we
would expect to see change in adolescents” self-concepts for some sub-
ject areas and not others. Virtually no studies have gathered information
which would allow for analysis at the subject matter Jevel.

Developmental Changes in Domain Values

We know very little about the developmental changes in the importance
and value children place on competence in various domains. Although
once again the data are not entirely consistent, studies focusing on chil-
dren’s attitudes toward school and school subjects suggest a general de-
velopmental decline across the grades from third to tenth in the value
children place on academic achievement and on their intrinsic interest in
and motivation for schoolwork (Eccles, Midgley, & Adler, 1984; Eccles
& Midgley, in press; Harter, 1981). Not surprisingly, the nature of the
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instructional environment has a significant effect on the magnitude and
direction of these changes (Feldlaufer, Midgley, & Eccles, in press;
Moore, 1983; Power, 1981).

Relatively little work has been done on developmental changes in the -

value children place on other activity domains. The importazce attached to
peer acceptance has received the most attention. There is some indication
that the importance of social competence may increase over this period, es-
pecially for girls (Berndt, 1987; Crockett, Losoff, & Petersen, 1984; Walker
& Greene, 1986). Even less work has been done on the relative importance
attached to competence across various domains despite the fact that the rel-
ative imporiance one attaches to competence in these domains may influ-
ence how strongly one’s seif-concept of abiiify in each domain is related to
one’s general self-esteem (Harter, 1985a, 1985b; James, 1890/1963). But
studies focusing on specific subject areas and on the link between compe-
tence in different domains and one’s self-esteem suggest that academic
competence should remain quite important over this period, especially for
boys (Stein & Smiithells, 1969; Walker & Greene, 1986).

In the present study we extend previous work by examining change
across the junior high school transition in children’s general self-esteem,
as well as changes in their self-concepts of ability in and valuing of math-
ematics, English, sports, and social activities. These variables were cho-
sen because they represent central constructs in achievernent motivation
theory: Self-esteem, perceptions of ability, and the value attached to dif-
ferent tasks have all been positioned to influence students’ achievement
behavior (Eccles et al., 1983). The different activity areas (academic,
social, and physical) were chosen because they represent activity do-
mains that are common to childhood. By examining general self-esteem,
self-concepts of ability in specific areas, and the importance children at-
tach to competence in these areas, we can provide a more complete pic-

ture of how children’s self-schema change at this time, and so clarify

some of the conflicting findings in previous work.

We believe that change in self-esteem and changes in self-perceptions
about, and perceived importance of competence in, specific activities
will follow different patterns, reflecting differential sensitivity to specific
environmental changes. General self-esteem and specific self-concept of
one’s social ability should be most disrupted immediately following the
transition to junior high as children adjust to the new school environment
and develop new social networks and roles (Berndt, 1987). As children
adjust to the transition, both self-esteem and self-concept of social abil-
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ity should increase. Children’s self-concepts of ability in, and valuing
of, different academic activities should show a less marked transition ef-
fect, and a more marked within-year effect. In addition, the patterns of
change for academic subjects should vary across different subject areas.
There are systematic differences between our subiects’ sixth- and sev-
enth-grade math classrooms: In comparison to the sixth-grade math
teachers, the seventh-grade math teachers provide the students with less
autonomy and less opportunity to participate in decision making. They
trust their students less, feel less effective as teachers, are more likely to
use whole class instruction, are less hikely to use cooperative learning
programs, and give students lower grades (Feldlaufer, Midgley, & Ec-
cies, 1588; Midgley & reldlaufer, i937; Midgiey, Feldlaufer, & Eccies,
in press). These are the types of classroom level changes that Eecles,
Midgley, and Adler (1984) hypothesized would lead to a decline in spe-
cific ability self-concepts and in the perceived importance of competence
in a particular subject area. Consequently, we predict that both self-con-
cepts of math ability and the perceived importance of math competence
will decline during seventh grade after remaining stable during sixth
grade. Since we have not gathered comparable classroom climate data
for English instruction, we cannot make specific predictions for the di-
rection of change for the English variables. But other studies suggest that
seventh-grade math classrooms are more likely than English classrooms
to be characterized by the negative features outlined above (Eccles,
Midgley, & Adler, 1984). If this is true, then we would expect no within-
year decline in the students’ English self-concepts and perceived impor-
tance, and might even see an increase in these self-concept beliefs due to
the relatively more positive classroom atmosphere in English than in
math. Finally, given the sparsity of data on sports, we will not make a
prediction about the nature of developmental change for the sports do-
main.

Our work builds on the previous work in another way. We look at the
stability of individual differences for all three sets of measures (self-es-
teem, self-concepts of ability, and perceived importance of competence).
We expect the short-term stability coefficients for the academic subjects
and for the social domain to be lower for the 6-month period over the
school transition than for the 6-month period within each of the two
school years, since during the former time period students experience a
major disruption in their academic and social environments. This disrup-
tion should create a shift in the reference groups the children use to eval-
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vate their competency in each of these three domains. If this is true, then
one would expect reduced stability over this period. In contrast, since
sports is a domain in which most children participate outside of school,
we do not expect the school transition to disrupt the stability coefficients
for the two sports indices. Finally, given that adolescence is a period of
identity consolidation, we expect higher within-school year stability
coefficients for the seventh grade than for the sixth grade for each of the
activity domains.

We also compare the stability coefficients of the self-concept mea-
sures. Eccles, Adler, and Meece (1934} suggested that math self-con-
cepts ought to be more stable than English self-concepts because chil-
dren are more likely to attribute their successes and failtures to ability in
math than in English. In addition, performance feedback in math is more
concrete and more clearly linked to specific performance criteria than
performance feedback in English. A similar rationale leads us to predict
that sports self-concepts should be more stable than social self-concepts.

In addition, work by investigators such as Kagan and Moss (1962)
suggests that gender-role related personality characteristics and behav-
iors may be more stable in the sex for which the behaviors are gender-
role appropriate (e.g., aggressive behaviors will be more stable in boys
than in girls). To the extent that this is true, girls should evidence higher
stability than boys when asked about their self-concepts in female-typed
domains, and boys should evidence higher stability than girls when
asked about their self-concepts in male-typed domains.

Finally, our work builds on previous developmental work by looking
at changes in the associations of ability self-concepts to more objective
competence ratings. In particular, we look at the “accuracy” of chil-
dren’s self-concepts. We define “accuracy” as the relation between chil-
dren’s specific ability self-concept and their teachers’ rating of that spe-
cific ability. Using a similar definition of “accuracy,” Harter (1982)
found a sharp cross-sectional decline in the accuracy of children’s aca-
demic self-concepts following the transition to junior high school at the
seventh grade,; she attributed this decline to the junior high school tran-
sition. We assess this hypothesis more directly by comparing the “ac-
curacy” of our subjects’ math self-concepts at four time points surround-
ing this transition.
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METHOD
Study Overview

The data presented in this article were collected as part of a larger investi-
gation (the Transitions in Early Adolescence Project) that is assessing the
impact of change in the classroom and family environments on early adoles-
cents’ beliefs, values, motives, and behaviors in several activity domains,
The study has a 2-year, four-wave design. Students completed question-
naires twice each year (fall, spring) over the 2 years of the study. Hence, it
was possible to assess both within- and across-year changes in students’
self-perceptions.

Sample

Twelve school districts located in low- to middle-income communities were
recruited for this project. The districts were located within 50 miles of a
large midwestern city. Almost 90% of the students in the districts are Cau-
casian. All elementary schoolteachers in those districts who taught mathe-
matics to sixth-grade elementary school students were recruited Year 1;
95% of the teachers, representing 143 classrooms, agreed to participate.
Students were followed Year 2 into 171 seventh-grade junior high school
mathematics classrooms. In Year 2 all eligible junior high school teachers
agreed to participate. Of the eligible sixth-grade students, 79% agreed to
participate. A student attrition rate of 11% between Years 1 and 2 occurred
primarily because of studeats moving away from participating districts.

A subset of the student sample from the Transitions project is used in the
analyses reported here. The sample consists of those students who made a
transition from a sixth-grade elementary school to a seventh-grade junior
high school, who completed questionnaires at all four waves of the study.
and who could be grouped according to their relative valuing of academics
(i.e., schoolwork in general and mathematics), social activities, and sports
activities. This sample includes approximately 1,450 students. (The exact
figure varies slightly from analysis to analysis due to variations in each sub-
ject’s specific missing data.)

Student Questionnaire

Student questionnaires measuring a large number of theoretical constructs
across multiple-activity domains were administered by field staff to students
during the period they normally received mathematics instruction. The
questionnaires were administered for 2 consecutive days in the fall and
spring of each school year. The questionnaire contains items assessing a
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broad range of students’ beliefs, values, and attitudes concerning mathe-
matics, English, physical skills, and social activities, as well as many other
constructs (see Eccles, 1988, for a detailed description). Many of these
items have been used in previous studies by Eccles and her colleagues (e.g.,
Ecclesetal., 1983; Kaczala, 1983}, and so their psychometric properties are
well known. These psychometric properties are reported in Parsons (1980)
and FEccles (1988).

The dependent variables included in the present article are: (a) students’
self-esteem, assessed by Harter’s (1982) Self-Esteem Scale; (b) children’s
self-concepts of ability ratings in mathematics, English, physical skills, and
social skills, assessed by two items in each domain; and (¢) the importance
children attach to competence in each of the four domains, assessed by one
item in sach domain. Each of the items used to assess self-concept of ability
and perceived importance was assessed using a 7-point Likert scale an-
chored at the extremes. All reliabilities for the self-concept scales exceeded

.70. All variables were measured at each of the study’s four waves,

Students’ Relative Valuing of Activities

At Wave 1, students” beliefs about the relative importance of being good at
schoolwork in general, mathematics, social activities, and sports were as-
sessed. Students answered four items each pairing two of these activities
(e.g., making friends—schoolwork; sports—math, schoolwork—sports;
math—making friends), and indicated which of the two activities was more
important for them to be good at. Students’ ratings were used to form the
four possible unique groups of children with clearly differing domain value
patterns for academic, sports, and social activities. Eccles (1987b) argued
that one major characteristic that ought to directly affect behavioral choices,
especially in the achievement domain, is the relative valuing of various ac-
tivities and domains.

Group 1. Feminine values identified group. Group 1 is comprised of stu-
dents who value being good at making friends more than being good at both
schoolwork and mathematics, and who value both schoolwork and mathe-
matics more than being good at sports activities. One hundred ninety-five
children are in this group (118 girls, 77 boys). Since this group evidences
the traditional female gender-role value system, it is not surprising that it
contains more females than males.

Group 2: Masculine values identified group. Group 2 is comprised of stu-
dents who value being good at sports more than being good at both school-
work and math and who value being good at both schoolwork and mathe-
matics more than being good at making friends. At total of §7 children are
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in this group (I8 girls, 69 boys). Since this group evidences the traditionat
masculine gender-role value system, it is not surprising that it contains more
males than females.

Group 3: Nonacademically identified group. This group is comprised of
students who value being good at sports and making friends more than being
good at both schoolwork and mathematics. A total of 244 children are in this

group (79 girls, 165 boys).

Group 4: Academically identified group. This group is comprised of stu-
dents who value being good at both schoolwork and mathematics more than
being good at either making friends or sports activities. A total of 924 ¢hil-
dren are in this group (558 girls, 366 boys). The size of this group probably
reflects the joint influences of the importance of school to these children, the
fact that the questionnaire was administered in a school setting, and social

desirability.

Teacher Ratings of Students’ Math Ability

Children’s mathematics ability was assessed using sixth- and seventh-grade
teachers’ ratings of each child’s natural talent in mathematics and perfor-
mance in math relative to other students on 7-point Likert scales anchored at
the extremes. Scores on these two items were combined to form a composite
rating. The sixth-grade teachers’ composite ratings were corretated with
children’s math self-concept of ability ratings at Waves 1 and 2; the seventh-
grade teachers’ composite ratings were correlated with the children’s math
ability self-concept at Waves 3 and 4.

Scoring

Each itemn on the self-esteem scale was answered on the 4-point scale devel-
oped by Harter (1982), and the scores were coded so that higher scores in-
dicated higher self-esteem. The scores for each item were summed to form
a total score for seif-esteem, which could range from 5 to 20. All other con-
structs were assessed using 7-point scales, with higher scores indicating
higher self-concepts of ability and importance, respectively. For the self-
concept of ability construct, the two items measuring self-concept of ability
in each domain were averaged, so that scores on self-concept of ability, lik-
ing, and importance range from ! to 7. Perceived importance of competence
was measured with one item in each domain.
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Mean Differences in Children's Beliefs
Across Time

O verview of analyses

Each set of dependent variables (self-esteem, self-concept of ability for
the four activities, and ratings of the importance of the four activities)
was analyzed in separate repeated measures multivariate analyses of var-
iance (MANOVAs). Because of the large sample size and large number
of possible effects, the .01 level of significance was adopted for the over-
all tests. All MANOVAs except the MANOVA on the self-esteem scores
included two between-subject factors (students’ relative valuing of dif-
ferent activities and gender), and two within-subjects factors (activity
domain and time of measurement). The MANOVA on sclf-esteem scores
had only one within-subject factor, time of measurement. For the time of
measurement factor, significant effects were interpreted by examining
whether change over time was linear, quadratic, or cubic. Quadratic
trends indicate one shift in direction over time, and cubic trends mndicate
two shifts over time (Kirk, 1968). These trends can be used fo assess
how the junior high transition influences children’s beliefs. Significant
activity domain main effects or interactions with other factors were followed
up with three-way MANOVAs that assessed gender, relative valuing, and
timae of measurement effects separately in each activity domain. These anal-
yses provided univariate follow-up tests for the various significant multivar-
iate findings, and in these univariate tests, we present findings significant at
the .05 Jevel. Simple effects tests were used to compare specific means if
the univariate analyses were significant. We present findings as different if
these tests were significant at the p << .05 level.

Self-esteem. Overall change in children’s self-esteem scores is presented
in Figure 1 for both boys and girls. As predicted, the time of measurement
effect is significant, F(3, 1059) = 4.33, p < .G1. As can be seen in Figure
1, self-esteem scores following the transition to junior high school declined
as predicted. However, as the significant cubic trend indicates, there are sig-
nifi cant within-year changes as well, F(1, 1061) = 12.83, p <t .001. In both
sixth and seventh grade, children’s self-esteem scores are higher in the
spring than in the fall (p < .05). Children’s self-esteem scores are lowest in
the fall of their seventh-grade year.

Self-concept of ability. Overall change in self-concept of ability in each
dornain is shown in Figure 2. As the significant two-way interaction of time
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of measurement by activity domain indicates, the pattern of change differs
across the domains, F(9, 1119) = 3.25, p < .001. The univariate follow-up
tests show that for math both the linear and quadratic trends are significant,
F(1, 1127y = 9.90, p << .01, and F(1, 1127) = 5.51, p << 05, respectively.
Simple effects tests suggest that the decline in math ability self-concept is
primarily due to the decline which occurs between Waves 3 and 4. Chil-
dren’s mathematics ability self-concepts are similar at Waves 1, 2, and 3. In
contrast the mean for Wave 4 is significantly lower than the mean at each of
the other three waves. Thus, as predicted, for mathematics the primary de-
cline comes after the transition to the seventh grade, when the majority of
the children were exposed to the more negative instructional climate in
mathematics described in the introduction (Feldlaufer, Midgley, & Eccles,
1588). Also as predicted, it takes time for the classroom experience to influ-
ence children’s self-concept of math ability. For English, as the significant
linear trend indicates, F(1, 1127) = 4.06, p < .05, beliefs declined steadily
from Wave 1 through Wave 4.

There is also a strongly signficant decreasing linear trend in children’s
self-concepts of ability in sports, F(1, 1127) = 17.42, p < .001, and a
weaker quadratic trend, F(1, 1127) = 4.06, p < .05. These effects reflect
the gradual decline over time in the children’s ratings of their self-concepts
of sports ability. The largest change occurs between the fail and spring of
sixth grade (p < .05).

Finally, children’s self-concepts of ability for social activities increase
during sixth grade and then, as predicted, decrease following the transition
to junior high school, as the significant cubic trend indicates, F(1, 127 =
9.14, p < .01 Contrary to our prediction, and contrary to the self-esteem
results, the children’s self-concept of social ability does not significantly
rebound over the course of the seventh-grade year.

Ferceived importance.  Overall change in children’s ratings of the impor-
tance of being good at different activities is shown in Figure 3. As predicted,
the two-way interaction of activity domain by time of measurement is sig-
nificant, F(9, 1172) = 8.21, p << .001. The univariate follow-up tests show
that significant changes over time occur for the importance ratings of math-
ematics, English, and social activities. The importance children attach to
mathematics decreases across the four waves, as the significant linear trend
shows, F(1, 1180) = 44.82, p < .001. As predicted, the biggest decrease
comes between the fall and spring of seventh grade, which is reflected in the
significant cubic trend, F(1, 1180) = 10.34, p < .01,

Children’s ratings of the importance of English show a significant cubic
trend, F(1, 1180) = 18.46, p << .001. This effect reflects two trends: an in-
crease in perceived importance of English within each school year, and a
substantial drop in perceived importance across the transition. It is not clear
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Figure 3
Mean Importence Ratings in Each Dormnain at All Four Waves

why English shows this transitional effect, especially given its recovery over
the vear and the lack of a wave effect on the self-concept of English ability.
But the divergent pattern: of change in the importance the children attached
to English versus math competence supports our hypothesis that the decline
in the children’s perceptions of the importance of math competence results
from some unique aspect of the children’s experiences with math instruction
and not from a more general psychological or experiential phenomenon.

Contrary to prediction, the importance children attach to social skills de-
creases slightly and steadily across this time span as the significant linear
trend indicates, F(1, 1180} = 9.76, p < .001. Although the guadratic trend
is not significant, the children’s rating of the importance of social compe-
tence is significantly lower in the seventh grade than in the sixth grade (p <
.05). And, like the self-concept of social ability ratings, it does not rebound
during seventh grade, as one might expect it to if the decline reflected the
initial disruption of the children’s social networks as they moved into junior
high school. Perhaps these early adolescent children have lowered the va%ug
they attach to social competence to compensate for their lowered sense of
social competence in this new environment. Finaily, as shown by the signif-
icant linear trend, F(I, 1180) = 4.53, p < .01, the importance students at-
tach to physical skiils decreases across waves.
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In general, across all waves, these children rate social skills as most impor-
tant to them, followed closely by competence in mathematics and then by com-
petence in English (p << .05). And even though the importance of social skill
declines over the four waves, its relative importance compared to math, the sec-
ond most important domain, is greatest at Wave 4. Competence in sports is
rated as least important. It is interesting to note that, although the students rated
mathematics as substantially more important than English at Wave 1 (p << .05),
they end the seventh grade rating mathematics as only slightly more important
than English. This pattern is consistent with the developmental trends reported
by Eccles, Midgley, and Adler (1984) and Brush (1980), in which students get
progressively more negative towards mathematics across the junior and senior
high school years but maintain a fairly stable view of English. Both Eccles,
Midgley, and Adler (i984) and Brush (1980) attributed this difference to the
changes in mathematics instruction. It is also possible that the changes reflect
an increasing difficulty in the mathematics being taught. This hypothesis seems
an unlikely explanation for the pattern reported here for two reasons: First, al-
though some mathematics courses may get more difficult over the course of
high school, the average ability level of the students taking these courses is in-

creasing, and these two changes ought to offset each other. Clearly, they don’t.
Second, seventh-grade mathematics is not more difficult than sixth-grade math-
ematics. In fact, it is typically a review of elementary school arithmetic.

In summary, then, changes in the mean levels of self-esteem, self-concept
of ability, and perceived importance provide fairly good support for our hy-
pothesis regarding the impact of the junior high school transition on the av-
erage levels of these variables. As predicted, both self-esteem and self-con-
cept of social ability decrease between the end of the sixth grade and the
beginning of the seventh grade; also, as predicted, mean levels of self-es-
teem rebound as the children adjust to the junior high school environment.
Similarly, the pattern of changes associated with academic subjects supports
our prediction that changes in the math classroom environment will have a
generally negative impact on the children’s beliefs about and self-percep-
tions in mathematics. Both self-concept of math ability and the perceived
importance of math declined during the seventh grade. In contrast, self-con-
cept of English ability did not decline and the perceived importance of Eng-
lish increased during the same time period. Contrary to our prediction, the
importance of social skills did not increase during this developmental pe-
riod; instead it decreased. But despite the decrease, the importance of social
skills remained the most important skill to these children throughout this pe-
riod of early adolescent development.’

1. Because of space limitations, the data on sex, value group, and domain differ-
ences cannot be reported here in full. Briefly, (a) boys’ self-esteem scores were
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Stability of Individudl Differences Across Time

Correlations were computed between measures of the same construct at ad-
jacent and nonadjacent waves in order to deteérmine how stable individual
differences on each construct were over time. These vorrelations are pre-
sented in Table 1. We discuss the central issue regarding these correla-
tions—how the within-domain stability coefficients change over time, fo-
cusing especially on the question of whether there is any evidence of a
disruption in the correlations at the transition to junior high school, partic-
ularly for general self-esteem, academic self-concept of ability, and social
self-concept of ability. To assess this issue, we performed significance tests
on each relevant pair of correlations (McNemar, 1969). Because of the large
sample size, in the overall sample we will report differences at the .01 fevel

or higher. For the boys and girls, we will report differences at the .05 level
or higher.

Changes in stability across time: Effects of the junior high transition and
increasing age on self-esteem and self-concept of ability

We examined the impact of both the transition to junior high school and
of increasing age on the stability of children’s beliefs by comparing the
correlations between variables within sixth grade (Waves 1 and 2) with
those across the transition to junior high {(Waves 2 and 3), and those
within seventh grade (Waves 3 and 4). We discuss each construct in turn.

Self-esteem. In general, self-esteem was not disrupted following the tran-
sition to jupior high and instead showed a tendency to become more stable
as the children got oider, especially for the girls. For the overall sample, the
only significant difference at the .01 level was between the Waves 1 to 2
correlation and Waves 3 to 4 correlation: The Waves 3 to 4 correlation was

higher.

higher than those for girls, (b) boys had higher self-concepts in math and sports, but
lower self-concepts in English than girls, and (¢) boys rated sports as more important
and English and social skills as less important than did girls. Throughout the four
measurement waves, the ratings of self-concept in each of the domain areas, as well
as the importance of these domains, closely paralleled the original rankings upon
which the four value groups were constructed, Noe significant interactions of sex,
value group, or Sex X Value Group with measurement wave were obtained for any
of the dependent variables, indicating that gender and value group effects were rcl-
atively constant during the 2-year time period of the study. A more complete report
of these data is available from the first author,
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For girls, the same difference was significant in the same direction. In
addition, the correlation of girls” seif-esteemn at Waves 2 and 3 was signifi-
cantly higher than its correlation at Waves 1 and 2. For boys, none of these

differences were significant.

Self-concept of ability: Math and English.  As predicted, children’s self-
concepts of ability for the academic activities were disrupted following the
transition to junior high. In the overall sample, for both math and English
the Waves 2 to 3 correlations for self-concept of ability were significantly
lower than the comparable correlations for Waves 1 to 2 and Waves 3 to 4.
In contrast, the Waves 1 to 2 correlations did not differ from the Waves 3 to 4
correlations for the children’s self-concept of ability in either math or English.

The same pattern of significant differences for both math and English was
obtained for girls. For boys, only the correlations for self-concept of English
ability vielded the same pattern of significant differences. The three pairs of
correlations did not differ for the boys’ math ratings, though the trend was
in the same direction as for the overall sample and for girls. These resalts
support our prediction that children’s perceptions of their academic abilities
would be disrupted across the junior high transition.

Self-concept of ability: Sports. As predicted and confrary to the findings
for acadernic subjects, there was no evidence of disruption in children’s self-
concept of sports ability across the junior high transition. Instead, the sta-
bility coefficients tended to become larger as the children got older. For the
overall sample, the only significant difference was between the Waves 3 and
4 correlation and the Waves 1 and 2 correlation, with the former being
higher. For girls, the Waves 1 to 2 comrelation was significantly lower than
the Waves 2 to 3 and 3 to 4 correlations; the latter two did not differ. None
of the three comparisons were significantly different for boys’ self-concept
of sports ability, though there was a trend for the correlation of Waves 3 to 4
to be higher than the other two across-wave correlations.

Self-conceps of ability: Social. For both the whole sample and for boys in
particular, the only significant difference was between the Waves 3 and 4
correlation and Waves 2 and 3, with the former being higher. No significant
differences were observed for girls. These results provide only moderate
support for the hypothesis that self-concept of social ability would be dis-
rupted following the transition to junior high. The results are probably better
interpreted as reflecting increasing stability of individual differences in so-
cial self-concept as children get older.

To summarize, individual differences in children’s self- com:epts of abil-

ity for academic activities were disrupted across the transition to junior high.

It seems likely that this disruption reflects two changes: (a) changes in the
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reference groups the children use as they try to infer their competence from
available information, and (b) changes in the information available to them
regarding their competence due to changes in their teachers’ teaching and
grading strategies. In contrast, individual differences in their perceptions of
their sports and social ability generally became more stable with age and did
not show school transition effects. We had expected this to be the case for
sports self-concepts but had predicted a schooel transitional effect for self-
concept of social ability due to the disruption in the children’s social net-
works caused by the school transition. Instead, the school transition appears
to have a general, negative impact on the children (as evidenced by the de-
cline in the mean level of the children’s self-concept of their social ability),
but little unique impact on the stability of individual differences in the chil-
dren’s social ability seif-concept.

Changes in stability across time: Effects of the Junior high transition and
iricreasing age on perceived importance

Perceived importance of competence in math and English. In general, for
the sample as a whole, children’s ratings of the importance of math com-
petence were not disrupted by the transition to junior high school, but rather
became more stable over time. Individual differences in the children’s rat-
ings of the importance of math competence were more stable in Junior high
school than in elementary school and were not disrupted by the transition
(i.e., the Waves 3 to 4 correlation was significantly higher than the Waves 1
to 2 correlation, and neither of these was significantly different from the
Waves 2 to 3 correlation).

The same basic pattern of greater stability on the children’s ratings of the
importance of math competence in the seventh grade than in the sixth grade
characterized the data for each sex separately. Although the perceived im-
portance of math competence was more stable for both girls and boys be-
tween Waves 2 and 3 than it had been in elementary school, this difference
in stability was statistically significant only for the boys.

Individual differences in the children’s ratings of the importance of com-
petence in English also became more stable over time and were significantly
more stable in junior high school (Waves 3 to 4) than in elementary school
(Waves 1 to 2). In addition, the transition to junior high school did not have
a disruptive effect on individual differences in the children’s rating of the
importance of English competence (i.e., the correlation for Waves 2 to 3 was
not significantly lower than the correlations for either Waves I to 2 or Waves
3to 4).

This pattern of increased stability in the individual differences in the per-
ceived importance of English competence over time was true for both girls
and boys {i.e., the Waves 3 to 4 correlations were significantly higher than
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the Waves 1 to 2 correlations). In addition, boys’ ratings of English impor-
tance were also more stabie in junior high school (Waves 3 to 4) than across
the transition (Waves 2 to 3); this latter difference did not reach significance
for the girls. Thus, as was true for math, individual differences in children’s
ratings of the importance of English competence becar..e more stable as the
children got older and did not appear to be as disrupted by the transition to
junior high school.

Perceived importance of sports competence. The same pattern of increas-
ing stability in the individual differences characterized children’s ratings {_)f
the importance of sports competence. In this case individual differences in
the ratings were significantly more stable at the transition (Waves 2 to 3)
than in elementary school (Waves I to 2) and were significantly more stable
in junior high school (Waves 3 to 4) than in elementary school or at the tran-
sition. All three tests of the difference in the size of the across-time corre-
lations tested were significant at p << .01 for the whole sample and for boys,
The same pattern characterized the girls’ ratings, but only the comparisons
of the Waves [ to 2 correlation with the correlations for Waves 2 to 3 and
Waves 3 to 4 were significant. Though their ratings became somewhat more
stable in junior high than across the transition, this difference was not signifi-
cant. It sumn, individual differences in the perceived importance of competence
in sports became more stable from Waves ! to 3 for all students and showed an
additional significant increase in stability for boys during seventh grade.

Perceived importance of social compertence. Individual differences in chil-
dren’s ratings of the importance of social competence were significantly
more stable in junior high school (Waves 3 to 4) than in elementary school
(Waves 1 to 2) for the whole sample and for both boys and girls. The pattern,
however, was especially marked among boys. Although there were no dif-
ferences in stability between the two elementary school waves compared to
the waves spanning the junior high transition for either girls or boys, there
was a significant increase in the stability of boys’ ratings of the importar}cc
of social competence during seventh grade as compared to the transition
time period (Waves 3 to 4 compared to Waves 2 to 3). This difference was
not significant for the girls. Thus, individual differences in the perceived
importance of social competence became more stable over time and were not
disrupted by the junior high school transition. ‘

Generally, these results show that there is little disruption in the pattern of
individual differences in children’s ratings of the importance of their com-
petence in different activity domains across the transition to junior high. In-
stead, when differences were obtained they suggest that individual differ-
ences in the importance children attach to competence in each domui'n
become more stable as children get older. This finding is the strongest evi-
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dence we found for the consolidation of one’s identity during the early ado-
lescent period.

Stability of self-perceptions across different activity domains

'To examine how the beliefs about various activities differed in their stability,
we compared the stability correlations to each pair of activities within a con-
struct (self~concept of ability or importance) measured at the same two time
points. Due to limited space, we report only those patterns of comparisons
that yielded consistent evidence of the predicted domain differences.

Self-concept of ability: Math versus English.  As predicted for the compar-
isons of the stability of individual differences in children’s seif-concept of
math ability versus their self-concept of English ability, the beliefs about
math were generally more stable than the beliefs about English. For the
whole sample, four of the six pairs were significantly different at the .01
level; in each case, self-concept of math ability was the more stable. Only
the pairs of correlations for Waves 1 to 4 and for Waves 3 to 4 did not differ.
For girls and boys separately, five of the six pairs were significant; in each
case math self-concept was the more stable. Only the pair of correlations for
Waves 3 to 4 was not significantly different.

Self-concept of ability: Sporis versus social ability. Individual differences
in children’s self-concept of sports ability were by far the most stable of the
ability perceptions. For the whole sample, and for both boys and girls, either
five or six self-concept of sports ability stability coefficients were signifi-
cantly larger than the analogous coefficient for the children’s self-concepts
of their math, English, and social abilities.

Sex differences in the stability coefficients

We compared the predicted stability correlations for boys and girls for each
pair of the same variables measured at the same time points. Hence for each
activity and each construct we tested six pairs of correlations.

Self-concept of ability. There was no consistent evidence of a sex differ-
ence in the stability of individual differences in self-concepts for the do-
mains of math, English, and social abilities. In contrast and as predicted,
there were significant sex differences in the stability of individual differ-
ences in children’s ability self-concepts for five of the six pairs of sports
ability self-concept ratings: In each case, individual differences in the boys’
self-concepts of ability for sports were more stable than those of girls’ rat-
ings.
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Perceived importance. As was true for self-concepts, fow ségniﬁ;am 5ex
differences in the stability coefficients emergefd, and t_hose that dxd were
most likely to be in the sports domain. No consistent evlu:lence of a \t‘{ d;f—i
ference emerged for the math, English, or lsomgl domains. In cor.atrcsftﬁl}:j
as predicted, four of the six pairs of COITEIE}UOQS'IB the sports domazn. yie ;
significant sex differences at p < .01. No sex differences were found .for.t e
Waves 1 to 2 or 1 to 3 comparisons. For eaqh of the ot}’1§r four aC{OSSvt.lIT%P?
stahility coefficients, individual differences in the boys’ importance rat{nls%e‘.
for sports competence were significantly more siab'le‘ than ﬁlose in the gu" ;
ratings. In summary, as for the self-concept of abzi_;ty variables, .I‘E‘latl\? y
few sex differences in importance ratings were obtained. When dif fergs}% es
were obtained, they favored boys, and, as predicted, most of these ditter-
ences occurred in the sports domain.

General discussion of stability findings. In summary, most of our predx;—

tions regarding differences in stability coefﬁ.cmg@ across time ar@ acms‘s

the sexes were confirmed. The stability of individual dl‘fferenceé acgo‘ssv
these comparisons varied in a predictabie manper. Qver time, th‘e s_t(;ibii}iy

appears to increase as one would expect given a view pf gradual identity
consolidation over the early adolescent period. When this genefral _develc_)p‘v
mental pattern is disrupted it occurs prii}laﬂiy for those.domams in wblnh
the children’s experience with the criteria they base their self-concepts ‘on
change most dramatically, i.e., when they change teachers and school§: V‘;r‘
iations in stability across domains seem to reﬁeci the Qegree to which t e
domains provide concrete performance evaluation criterna and the degree f{)
which individual differences are considered to be stabée‘by the cu%in_m? a;_
large. Finally, there were relatively few sex d%fferc?nc.es in the stablht}f‘o

these constructs and those that emerged were prlmaply inthe sgortgdomqm.
As predicted from gender-role theory, in this domain, the boys’ beliefs were

more stable than the girls’.

Accuracy of Children’s Self-Concept of Math
Ability

To assess the accuracy of children’s self-concepts, we correlated teauhers
ratings of children’s math ability with their self-concepts of math ability. ,“;
used the sixth-grade teachers’ ratings in the analyses at Waves 1 and ’2. ;{;‘

the seventh-grade teachers” ratings in the analyses at Wa\'zes. 3 and 4. The
correlations are presented in Table 2. Contrary to our pn?d;ctlon and to pr?—!
vious findings reported by Harter (1982), there 15 no ewdegge of a gene,m
disruption in the accuracy of children’s self-concepts of ability at %_h?tf:in:
sition to junior high. For the whole sample, and for both boys and girls sep
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Table 2
Correlations of Children's Math Self-Concepts of Ability With Teachers'
Ratings of Their Mathematics Ability at A1l Four Waves

Group N Wavel Wavel  Wave3  Waved
Overall 1031 54 .56 54 .63
Girls 555 50 50 50 .60
Boys 476 .59 07 .60 .68

MNote. All correlations significant at the .001 level. Sixth-grade teachers’ ratings used
data obtained at Waves 1 and 2; seventh-grade teachers’ ratings used data from Waves

3 and 4.

arately, significant differences occurred between the correlation of teacher
ratings with students’ self-concepts of ability at Wave 4 and the correlation
of teacher ratings with students’ self-concepts of ability at each of the other
waves: In each case the Wave 4 correlation was higher. No other significant
differences between pairs of correlations were observed. This pattern sup-
ports the view that children’s self-concepts of ability become more accurate
with increasing age, but does not support the hypothesis that children’s self-
comncepts of academic ability would be least accurate immediately following
the junior high school transition.

Comparing the correlations for boys and girls yielded significant differ-
ences at all four waves (p << .05): In each case, the correlations between the
boys’ self-concepts of math ability and the teacher ratings of their math abil-
ity were higher than those between girls’ self-concepts of ability and the
teacher ratings. This result is consistent with our previous findings (Eccles,
1984; Eccles, Adler, & Meece, 1984) and suggests that boys’ math self-con-
cepts are not only higher than those for girls, they are also more closely tied
to indicators of their school performance. It is also the case, however, that
individual differences in the boys’ ability self-concepts are not more stable
than individual differences in the girls’ ability self-concepts. So while the
weighting of the criteria may differ for boys and girls, the belief, once
formed, is equally stable across the sexes.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

Since we have included much of our discussion in the Results section, we
will limit our comments here to the issue most central to the theme of this
special issue: stability versus change in personality during the early adoles-
cent period. Given the general stereotype of early adolescence as a period of
storm and stress, there is remarkable stability and consistency in the varia-
bles discussed in this article at both the individual and group level. At the

Seli-Concepts, Domain Values, and Self-Esieem 307

individual level, the stability coefficients across waves are quite high, es-
pecially for the number of items comprising each indicator. This is true both
within the school year and across the junior high school transition. Second.,
the indicators of the accuracy of the children’s math seff-concepts are also
fairly stable across time, despite the fact that the criterion (their teacher’s
rating of their ability) comes from a different source in the two grade Jevels.

At the group level, there are also several indications of stability. First,
even though we obtained significant wave effects on the means for the self-
concepts of ability, the domain importance, and the self-esteem variables,
many of the differences are actually quite small. Second, we found no sig-
nificant Sex X Wave or Value Group X Wave interactions. The distinctions
between the groups at Wave 1 remain significant throughout the time period
studied here even though early adolescence is considered a time of changing
values.

Nonetheless, in our analyses there is also evidence of systematic, predict-
able change at both the individual and the group level. We had predicted that
change in the variables associated with school and academic subjects would
be most marked between Waves 2 and 3 when the school transition takes
place. We found several incidences of support for this suggestion. First, at
the individual level, the two-wave stability coefficients that showed the most
change across the school transition were the stability coefficients for self-
concept of math and English ability. Second, at the group level, we found
evidence of school transition effects for the means on math, English, and
social self-concepts, general self-esteem, and the importance of English. In
addition, the pattern of most of these changes was consistent with our hy-
pothesis regarding when the impact of the junior high school transition
would be manifest in the students’ ratings: For math, it occurred, as one
would expect, during seventh grade, given the probable incubation period
for teacher effects. In contrast, the change occurred immediately after the
transition for self-esteem and social self-concept as one would expect if the
transition had disrupted the children’s social networks. Finally, self-esteem
showed the expected rebound effect across the seventh grade.

The fact that we can make both within-school year and between-school
year comparisons is one of the most powerful aspects of the design used in
this study. This design allows us to pinpoint the time period in which the
change is occurring much more accurately than a 2-vear study with a two-
wave design. Looking across our various indicators, we see clear evidence
of differential patterns of change on self-concepts of ability and self-estcem
measures that make sense given what we know about the social environ-
ments of these children. Those variables most vulnerable to the junior high
school transition by and large showed either an immediate or a delayed tran-
sition effect. Those variables most vulnerable to within-year adjustment pro-
cesses by and large showed within-year effects (e.g., self-esteem) for both
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years. The longitudinal effects on domain importance are less predictable,
perhaps because values are not yet fully formed, as is indicated by the fact
that these variables consistently have lower stability coefficients than the
self-concepts of ability and self-esteem variables.
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