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In the Tate elementary school grades we begin to see
evidence of a period of decline in both children’s self-
evaluations and their attitudes toward school, and an increase in
their Jlevel of anxiety regarding their school performance
(Blumenfeld and Pintrich, 1982; Harter, 1980; Hi11, 1977, 1880).
For example, in a series of studies using a variety of self-
concept/sel f-esteem measures, Simmons and her colleagues have
found consistent evidence of a decline in academic self-esteem
(Rosenberg, 1979; Simmonsg, Blyth, Vanh Cleave, & Bush, 1979;
Simmons, Rosenberg, & Rosenberg, 1873). This decline was
especially marked among seventh graders, particularly for
females. Furthermorea, for some of the measures the decline was
remarkably strong; e.g., among students who valued being smart,
the percent rating themselves favorably dropped from 26% among 8-
11 year olds to 8% among the 12-14 year olds and to 5% among the
15 ~18 year olds. Similarly, in studies of chilidren ranging from
fifth to twelfth grades, both Brush (1880) and Parsons, Adler,
Futterman et al. (in press) found a marked decline {in students’
estimates of their math ability in the early secondary school
years. The decline found by Parsons, Adler, Futterman et al. (in
press) was espectally marked between grades six and seven (see
Figure 1). Finally, Piers and Harris {(1964) found that sixth
graders have lower general self-concepts than either third or
tenth graders,

0'Connhor (1978) studied the relationship between children’s
self-concept and ideal self-concept in grades four, five, and
six. Fourth and fifth grade children had very similar
discrepancy score means., Sixth graders, who had just moved to
the middle school environment, had the highest discrepancy scores
and also perceived their teachers as having more negative
fealings toward them,

Children’s tncreasing negativism {s also apparent on their
responses to guestions regarding what motivates them, Harter
(1980) developed three scales to tap children’s intrinsic versus
extrinsic orlentation toward school work. She found a shift on
all three scales toward an increasingly external orientation from
grades three to nine. Once again the shifts were most marked
between grades six and seven, Similarly, Gottfried (1981) found
a sharp drop in Intrinsic motivation toward several academic
subjects from grade six to seven. DeCharms (1980) reported a
similar shift toward an external (pawn) orientation toward
achievemant as chiidren move into junior high school,

Looking at indices of negative motivation, a similar pattern
emerges for children in grades three to twelve. Both the levels
of test anxiety and the debilitating effects of test anxiety on
performance increasa with age (Hill, 1980). Perception of the
difficulty of academic subjects increase with age (Paprsons,
Adler, Futterman et al., in press}. Learned helpless rasponses
to fatlure increase with age (Rholes et al., 1980). Finally drop
out rates, absenteeism, and general schocol alienation increase
with age, especially as students move into junior high school
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(Rosenbaum, 1976).

A1l of these changes are well {llustrated by the results of
a study we have been conducting over the last several years
invelving over 1,200 students in grades 5 to 12, their parents,
and their teachers (see Parsons, Adler, Futterman et al., in
press). In order to investigate c¢hanhges in children’s attitudes
toward math and English, we develgped measures to assess (a)
students’ self-concept of their math and English abilities, (b}
perceptions of the effort necessary to do well on each subject,
(c) perceptions of the importance or value of math and English,
and {d) a variety of other attitudes toward math including
perceptions of their parents’ and teachers’ beliefs, and how much
they liked their math teacher. The developmental results were
rather striking. (See Figure { for the results associated with
measures a, b and ¢). Grade effects were both more numerous and,
in general, stronger than sex effects. Children became more
pessimistic and negative about math from fifth to tenth grade
with the low point occurring during the junior high school years.
Some positive recovery, however, was evident in the last twe
years of high school, The older children had lower expectancies
for both their current and future math performance., rated both
their math ability and math performance lower, saw both their
present and future math courses as more difficult, thought their
parents shared these pessimistic views of their ability and
performance potential, were less interested in math activities in
general, liked their math teachers less, and rated the utility of
advanced math courses lower than did the younger children. For
most of these variables, there was a consistent downward trend as
a function of grade with the girls preceding the boys.

Insert Figure { About Here

These results are especially interesting given the nature of
our sample. Since poorer math students do not take as much high
school math as the better math students, our older sample
included an over-representation of better students enrolled in
advanced level, elective math courses, Thus, the general
increase in negativism toward academic achievement summarized
thus far is even characteristic of the better students in junior
and senior high school.

It is clear from the studies reviewed thus far that
children’s achievement and schooi-reiated attitudes decline with
age at least until the Jast two years of high school. 1In
addition, several studies suggest that the magnitude of this
decline varies across grade level. In a series of large scale
population studies, Simmons, Rosenberg, and their colleagues have
focused on this second transitton (Rosenberg., 1979: Simmons et
al., 1973, 1979; Simmons & Rosenberg, 1975). By comparing the
effects of different school expertences on children of eguivalent
age, they have investigated the relative contribution of age and
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maturation versus transition into junior high school to the
grade-related decline tn the children’s self-evaluations. The
results of their studies, involving more than 1000 children,
suggest that the transttion to junior high school is the primary
cause of the decline in self-concept among early adolescents.
They argue that major transitions, such as the movement into
junior high school, can precipitate a reappraisal of onesalf.
wWhen this transition coincides with another major transition,
such as puberty, then the likelihood of reappratsal 15 increased.
While they do discuss briefly the fact that the junior high
school environment is different than the elementary school
environment, they are not specific about these differences and
they do not suggest that the nature of the junior high school
environment is a critical variable, Instead, they attribute the
decline in students’ attitudes at age 12 to the fact that society
forces the average 12 year old to make two major transitions
simultaneocusly. Wwhile in basic agreement with their suggestion
that the timing of the transition {s important, we also think
that there are specific classroom processes characteristic of the
typical junior high schoel environment that exacerbate the
probiem.

Figure 1 illustrates the third general pattern apparent in
the results of the studies summarized in Table 1; namely, that
the negative decline varies across domains., While few studies
have actually measured attitudes across domains, in those that
have, the decline in attitudes is more characteristic of the
academic achievement domain. For example, Epstetn and McPartland
{(1978) constructed a self report measure {the Quality of School
Life Scale-QSL) to assess three aspects of student reactions to
school. The Satisfaction subscale measures general reactions to
school as a social environment: the Commitment subscale measures
tevel of interest in assigmments and academic work, and long
range achievement-related life pians; and the Reactions to
Teachers subscale measures students’ reactions to their teachers.
Based on a longitudinal study of over 4,000 students in grades 4,
5, 6, 8, and 11 {year 1) and 8, 6, 7, 9, and 12 (year 2) thay
concluded that the decline in attitudes was most marked on the
Commitment subscale. Furthermore, their longitudinal analyses
showed a consistent pattern of decreasing satisfaction with
school work over time. In contrast, the students’ reactions to
school as a social environment remained fairly stable across
these grades.

Comparabte results have been reported in other studies. For
example, Prawat, Grissom, and Parish (1979) measured need
achievement, locus of control, and global self-esteem. Only the
need-achievement scores declined with age. Similarly, while
Simmons et al. (1973) found the decline on most of their
attitudinal measures, when they analyzed their results in more
daetail they found no major decline in children’s estimates of
their skill at either sports or making jokes and no decline in
global esteem. The declines were the most extreme for academic
achievement beliefs and socially prescribed behavior (such as



being well behaved and helpful). Finally, in a study of upper
elementary schoel and early secondary school students’ anxiety
and cohcerns over performance, Buhrmester (1980) found the
highest levels of anxiety associated with cognitive and school-
raelated tasks. The children expressed much less anxtety over
athletic and social competence. Thus, studies which have
measured students’ motivational orientations in different domains
suggest that the decline in attitudes and beliefs 15 most marked
for the academic domair.

Several studies, including our own, have found that even
within the academic achievement domain the decline in beliefs and
mottvation varies across subject area. As is clear in Figure 1,
we found the decline to be characteristic only of students’
beiiefs regarding mathematics and not of their beliefs regarding
English. Similarly, Brush (1880) found that students’ confidence
in their math abilities dropped significantly more than thetr
confidence in their language arts abilities. Gottfried (1981}
found that the decline in intrinsic motivation atso varied across
subject areas. However, she found the biggest decltnes in
reading and science. Though attitudes toward math did decline,
they declined less than did the attitudes toward reading and
science. It is unclear, however, how she defined reading;
therefore direct comparison of results across these three studies
is difficult.

wWhat 1s ¢lear from these studies is that the decline in
students’ attitudes varies across subject areas and, in some
studies, across the social and achievement domains. This fact,
coupled with the grade level variations discussed earlier,
suggests that the decline in students’ achievement beliefs and
attitudes deoes not reflect a general cognitive maturational
process but rather 15 the result of changes in soctal experience
(Higgins & Parsons, in press). In support of this
interpretation, Brush (1980} found students to be quite vocal
about why they liked their current math classes less than their
previocus math classes. They indicated they did not 1ike the use
of public drill, frequent testing, grading on a curve,
competition, and the emphasis on being right or wrong rather than
on exploring the processes associated with math., Furthermore,
they felt that these teaching practices were used more freguently
in junior and senior high school math courses than in earlier
grades. In contrast, they reported that these practices had
decreased in freguency tn their English classes. Their English
teachers emphasized group discussion and exploration of the
meaning of the readings; the English teachers encouraged students
to give their opinions and did not compare the students’ opinifons
th terms of correctness. The essence of these teaching style
differences has been 1inked to variation in student motivation.
For example, Nicholls (1979) has argued that achievement
environments which focus attention on the assessment of one’s
ability rather than on the task itself have a debilitating effect
on most children’s motivation., According to his hypothesis,
practices such as competitive grading and drill with public

evaluative feedback should undermine and change the guality of

many students’

motivation,
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Authors

Brush (1880}

Conmnell (1978)

¢Crandall, Katkovsky, &

Crandall (1963)

deCharms {1%80)

Dusek & Flaherty
{1981)

Frtwistle & Hayduk

(1978}

Epstein & McPartland

{1976)

Gortfried (1981)

Authors

Haladyna & Thomas
(1379)

Harter {1980}

Harter {1982}

Hill (1980}

Neale & Proshek
(1%367)

Nicholls (1978)

O'Conner {1978)

TABLE 1

SIMMARY OF RESULTS OF REPRESENTATIVE STUBIES

Measure

Attitudes toward math and
English {including confidence

in one's ability and subjective

value of subject matter}

Perception of contrel

Intellectual achievement
responsibility {locus of
contrel)

Origin versus pawn orientation

iobal seli-concept scales
{semantic differential
format)

Predicted grade in math and
English

Attitudes toward scheol in
generzl, commitment to
schoolwerk, and attitudes
toward teachers.

Acadexic intrinsic motivatien
for reading, math, social
studies, and science

TABLE 1
{continued}

Subjects

6 - 12: grades

(cross-sectional;

longitudinal)

3 - 9: grades

(cToss-sectional)

3 - 12 grades

(croes-sectional)

5 - 11: grades
{lengitudinal)

11 - 18: years
5 - 12: grades

(cross-sectional

longitudinal}

1 - 2: grades
{longitudinal)

& -~ 12: grades

(cross-sectional)

& - 17: grades

{cross-sectional)

SUMMARY OF RESULTS OF REPRESENTATIVE STUDIES

Davelopmental Fattern

Drop in attitudes toward math
but not English.

Increase in known vs. unknown
source of contrel uatil grade
6; dramatic decrease at grade
7; subsequent increase.

Increase in Intermality fer
failure (girls omiy).
Decline; drop begins between

grades 6 and 7.

No consistent pattern.

Ro consistent pattern.

Decline in coumitment te
schoolwork.

Decline in intrinsic moti-
vation at 7th grade for
all subjects, but especially
for reading and science.

Measure

Attitudes toward school in
general and toward seven
primary subject areas

Classroeom netivational
orientation {intrinsic -
extrinsic)

Perceived Competence Scale
{Four secales: cognitive,

social, physical, and general),

achievement test ScOTes

Test anxiety and test
performance

Evaluative attitudes toward

people, self, aspects of
school, and behavioral
standards. {semantic
differential format)

Self-concept of attainment

in reading

Percepticns of self, ideal
self, and teachers' feelings

Subjects

1 - 8: grades

{cross-sectional)

- 9: grades
(cross«sectional)

- 9: grades

(cross-sectional)

- 11: grades
{cross-sectional)

- #: grades
(cross—sectionall}

- 13: vyears
{cross-secticnal)

~ 61 grades

(6th grade in middle

school)
{cross-sectional)

Developmental Pattern

Decline in attitudes toward
schopl and towardé math,
physical educaticn, art,
music, and science. Drop most
marked from grades & - 7 for
subjects and from grades 4 - 5

for scheool in general.

Decline; two of three measures
show marked drop from grades
6 - 7.

No shift in absolute levels.
Decline in relation between
perceived cegnitive comperence
and achievement test scores
at grade 7.

Increase in both test anxiety
and negative relation of rest
anxiety to test performance.
Shift is especiallv marked in
minority populations.

Decline in evaluation of teachers
classroom, self, schoolbooks,
following rules, doing math,
talking in fromt of class,
and having to keep quiet.

General decline; most extreme
between ages 6 and 7 and
between ages 8 and 9.

fth graders had largest self-
ideal discrepancy and per-—
ceived teachers as being most
negative about them.



TABLE 1
{continued)

SIMMARY OF RESULTS OF REPRESENTATIVE STUDIES

Authors

Parsons, Adler,
Futterwman, Goff,
Kaczala, Meece, &
Midgley {in press)

Parsons (1982)
Parsens & Ruble (197%)

Pisrs & Harris
{1964}

Prawat, Grissom, &
Parish {1979)

Rholes, Blackwell,
Jordan, & Walters
(1980}

Simmons, Blvch, &
Carlten-Ford
(19823

Simmons, Rosenberg, &
Rosenberg (1973)

Yanamoto, Thomas, &
Karns (1969)

Measure

Ability self-concepts for math
and English, perceptions of task
difficulty for math and English,
and perceived value of math and
English

Expectancies for gaceess
following failure on lab task

General self=-concept

Locus of control, achievement
motivation, global self-estesem

Behavioral measure of Iearned
neglplessness; assessments af
one's ability and effort

Specific and global self-esteem,
perceptions of opinions of
others, =znd self-consciousness

Specific and global self-esteem
scales, perceptions of opinions
of others, and self-conciousness

Evaluative attitudes toward teacher,
self, parents, and peers;
Attitudes toward social studies,
language, science, and math
{semantic differential format)

TABLE 1
(continued}

Subjects Developmental Patterns

5 - 12: grades Becline in artitudes toward mzth
{cross-sectional; mark2d drop from grade & - 7.
longitudinal) No drop for Emglisgh.

3 - 12: vyears Marked drop between ages 6 and 7

{cross-sectional)
3, 6, 1D: grades

(crossw-sectional)
3 - 12: grades

(cross-sectional)

K, %, 3, 51 grades
(ctoss-sectional)

6 - 10: grades
(longitudinal)
8 - 1B: vyears

{cToss-sectional)

6 - 9: grades
{cross-sectional}

SUMMARY OF RESULTS OF REPRESENTATIVE STUDIES

followed by gradual decline.

Children in grade & have lower
self-concept than children
in grades 3 and 10.

Drop in achievement motivation

only during middle school years.

Decline in ability and effort

ratings in failure condition
learned helpless response sesn
only at grade 5.

Decline in self-esteem 2t 7th
grade among females in junior
high school as compared to
X - § grouping.

Becline; marked drop between

grades & and 7.

Decline in attitudes toward teacher

and parent and in confidence for
science and math. Boys also
decline for language. Most
marked declines occur either in
grades & - 7 or grades & - B,

Authors

Yarborough &
Johnson {1976}

Measures

I1.0. and achievement tests;
Attitudes toward school, subject
matter, home, self, others
(semantic differential format);
mezsure of self-reliance,
adjustment, locus of contrel, and
several components of the gelf-
concept

Subjects

7 (fall and spring);
grades
{experimental group -
nongraded elementary;
control group- graded
elementary}
(cross-sectionaly
longirudinal)

Developmental Patterns

Cognitive measures egual for both
groups: lower I1.Q. children
in experimental and higher I.0.
¢hildren in control
experienced higher affective
benefits., In grade 7, general
decline in attitudes and affect
measures in both groups.



