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HOW RESEARCH MAKES A DIFFERENCE 
Students, parents, and teachers have all put a great deal of energy into the Adolescent 

Transition study. As you filled out our questionnaires, many of you probably asked your
selves: "Does all the effort put into this study do anything worthwhile?" We're happy to re
port that your efforts have come to a good end. Thanks in part to the information that you · 
have given us, profound changes in America's middle schools may soon take place. 

This past June, the Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development released a report enti
tled, Turning Points: Preparing American Youth for the 21st Century. The report contains 
the following recommendations to reform middle schools across the U.S. The reforms in
clude: breaking down large, impersonal schools into "small communities for learning", 
eliminating academic tracking .by ability, empowering teachers to have greater control 
over instruction, enabling families to become more involved in the schools, and streng
thening the connection between schools and communities. The Carnegie report is a strong 
first step towards enhancing the middle school experience of our teenagers. 

The information you provided us played a major role in these recommendations. The 
person in charge of the Adolescent Transition Study, Jacquelynne Eccles, was part of the 
Carnegie Task Force. To convince lawmakers change is needed, good information must be 
presented to them. And because of its breadth and quality, the information you've given- us 
over the years about the lives of adolescents is considered to be some of the best. there is. 

As we move on to address issues of late adolescence, we hope that you will stay with us. 
With your input, we hope to help improve our nation's high schools . and the lives of older 
teens. 

THE TRANSITION TO JUNIO,R HIGH SCHOOL 
We began this study in 1983 to look at how children's attitudes about school, their 

social activities, and their sports activities change as they make the transition from 
elementary school to junior high school. The children participating in the study 
completed questionnaires in the fall and spring of their sixth grade year and the fall and 
spring of their seventh grade year. We asked them how good they thought they were at 
different activities, including: math, English, social activities, and sports activities. 
Children also answered questions about how happy they were with themselves. 

We found that the transition to junior high school had a strong impact on children's 
beliefs. In the spring of their sixth grade year, children felt good about themselves. 
Immediately after the transition to junior high, their self-esteem fell. However, during 
the seventh grade year children's self-esteem began to increase again, as they adjusted to 
their new school environment. Although the transition was very disruptive to children 
initially, they apparently began to adjust to it during the seventh grade year. Children's 
beliefs about their ability at different activities also changed as they moved into junior 
high. They began to believe they were less talented at both math and English. I~ general, 
children told us they liked sports and social activities more than they liked math and 
English. During sixth and 
seventh grades, children liked 
~ath and sports less and less, 
and ~ English and social activities 
more and more. 

We currently are looking at 
how boys and girls react 
differently to the changes in 
junior high school. We're also 
looking at how children who do 
well vs. those who do poorly in 
school react to these changes. 

The transition to junior high 
brings many changes in 
children's lives. We've learned a 
great deal about these changes 
from the information you 
provided us, but we have many 
questions left to answer. 
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STUDY IN REVIEW 

PARENTS, TEACHERS AND 
STUDENTS PARTICIPATE 
IN THE ADOLESCENT 
TRANSITION PROJECT 

Families from all over South
eastern Michigan have been 
participating in a research pro
ject directed by the University of 
Michigan Achievement Re
search 'Lab. The project began in 
Fall, 1983, when the students 
were in sixth grade. We have 
just" completed the fifth year of 
this project. 

Over 3,500 students, their 
teachers, and many of their par
ents filled out our surveys when 
the children were in sixth and 
seventh grades. More than 1,000 
of our original participants 
filled out surveys for us again 
when they were in high school. 
This year, we have received a 
grant from the Spencer Founda
tion to continue our study. 

We have looked at many . 
questions about adoles
cence. We are looking at how 
children's attitudes and activities 

\ change over the ·adolescent 
\ years. We are also looking at 

how parents, friends, and teach
ers influence adolescents. We 
originally looked at how chil
dren make the transition from 
elementary school to junior high 
school. As the students entered 
high school, we began examin
ing their high school experienc
es. This spring, funded by a 
Spencer Foundation grant, we 
plan to ask the students about 
their education and job plans for 
when they are no longer in high 
school. -We also hope to study 
what specific influences during 
their adolescence brought them 
to these decisions. 

We couldn't do it without 
you. The Achievement Research 
staff is grateful for the time you 
have devoted to our study! We 
are busy processing all the in
formation we have received, and 
reporting our findings to educa
tors and policy makers. 

In this newsletter, we report 
some of our initial descriptive 
findings from children, parents, 
and teachers. In future editions, 
we will present more results! 
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PARE~TS t\SK, 
"Why So Many 

Questions?" 
It will not surprise you 

that parents are one of the 
best sources of information 
about their teenage chil
dren. Parents can tell us a 
great deal about how their 
children have changed 
from childhood to ad·oles
cence. Parents also have 
the most influence on their 
children as. they grow and 
develop, so the activities 
that parents engage in un
doubtedly influence what 
their children think or do. 

In order to trace the de
velopment and change In 
adolescents' beliefs and ac
tivities over the years, we 
have asked parents many 
questions, because · they 
have the best answers. 

"Are my answers cor
rect?" When parents 
spend time answering ques
tions, they may wonder, "Is 
my answer okay?" Questions 
about one's attitudes and be
liefs have IlJl.. correct an
swers. Parents' responses 
may be influenced by their 
child's current age, their 
child's sex, or their family's 
cultural background. As a 
result, parents provide a va
riety of responses to the 
same question. 

"What if I don't 
know?" Now that their 
children are getting older, 
parents sometimes find it 
difficult · to answer some of 
our questions. Adolescent 
children begin to make de
cisions and take action on 
their own. This can make it 
hard for parents to answer 
questions about them. 

For instance, we asked 
parents what job they ex
pect their adolescent chil
dren will hr as adults. 
Some parents had very pre
cise ideas of what their chil
dren would end up doing, 
while other parents didn't 
know. Don't be concerned if 
you don't know the answer 
to a particular question. The 
things parents don't know 
about their adolescent chil
dren tell us as much as the 
things parents do know. 

All of your answers are 
of interest to us. Your an
. swers help us to better un
derstand where the adoles
cents' own beliefs come 
from. 

MEET OUR RESEARCH TEAM. (From left to right: Karen Fingerman, Jacquelynne Eccles, 

Bonnie Barber, Allan Wigfield, Andrew Fuligni, Carol Midgley) 

MOMS AND DADS HAVE DIFFERENT IDEAS ABOUT TEENAGERS 
I 

What people believe · about a stage of life often influences how they treat people going 
through that stage of life. We treat teenagers a certain way based on our beliefs about ad
olescence. Our research team wanted to find out what parents believe adolescence is like 
as a stage of life. 

We asked parents to say how much they agreed or disagreed with a series of statements 
about adolescence such as: ".Early adolescence. is a difficult time of life for children and 
their parents," and "There are lots of things parents can do to make their relationship 
with their child a good one." 

We found that parents have a mixture of beliefs about adolescence, and that mothers 
and fathers do not always believe and · expect the same things. Many parents think ado
lescence is a time that is challenging_ for both parents and children. However, many par
ents also believe that adults have the power and ability to help and influence adolescents. 
Parents expect some difficulty to o~cur, but they also expect more maturity, more .respon
sibility, more social involvement, ·and increasingly ·ctose relationships between parents 
and children. 

How do mothers and fathers ."differ? Mothers are more likely than fathers to think that 
adolescence is a difficult time and that. biological changes contribute to this difficulty. 
Mothers are more likely to believe that · the best approach to adolescence is to relax and 
wait it out. Fathers, on the other hand, are more likely to expect their children (espe
cially their sons) to become closer to them and seek their advice more often. Fathers are 
also more _likely to expect their children's interest in the opposite sex to increase. 

We think these differences probably result from the different roles mothers and fa-
thers play in the family. Mothers often are more closely involved in the day-to-day lives 
of their children. Therefo're mothers may be more sensitive to the changes and challeng
es their children are expecting. In general more conflict occurs · between mothers and 
their children than between children and fathers. 

Fathers, on the other hand, become more involved as the children get older and have to 
make more decisions about the future. Fathers may be anticipating this more adult-like 
relationship with their children in their expectations about adolescence. 

DID YOU KNOW ... ? 

Over 50% of the tenth graders in our study circled the highest number possible for how 
much thought they've given to the job they would like to have . 

More tenth graders in our study think it is important to be good at making friends than 
think it is important to be popular with the opposite sex. 



SUPPORTIVE 
TEACHERS HELP 
STUDENTS ENJOY 

MATH . 

Teachers play an important role 
in the lives of young adolescents. 
When children are in elementary 
school they usually have one 
teacher for most · of the school day. 
But when they move to junior high 
school, they often have a different 
teacher for each subject area. 
Junior high school teachers may 
te·ach as many as 175 different 
students each day. ljaving many 
students can make it difficult for 
junior high school teachers to form 
supportive, caring relationships 
with their students. We were 
interested in knowing how 
relationships with teachers affected 
how young adolescents feel about 
math. -

We asked the young people in 
our study about their relationship 
with the teachers who taught them 
math during the last year of 
elementary school and the first 
year of junior high school. Many 
of these students told us that their 
seventh grade math teachers cared 
less about them, were less friendly, 
and graded them less fairly than the 
teachers they had for math the 
previous year in elementary school. 

Our staff observed math classes in 
sixth and seventh grade. We also 
found that . many seventh . grade 
math teachers were less warm and 
less supportive than sixth grade 
teachers. 

We wondered if this difference 
in teacher support affected the 
young people's attitudes toward 
mathematics. · We ·found that siude~ts 
who moved from very Sl.Jpportive 
teachers to teachers they believed 
were not supportive became less 
interested in math. These studen.ts 
came to see math as less useful and 
less important as the junior high 
school year progressed. In contrast, 
those students who moved to more 
supportive teachers liked math 
more and valued it more during the 
first year of junior high school. 

These findings are important 
because -students who like math and 
who feel it is useful are more likely 
to continue taking math in high 
school and to consider careers that 
use math. 

We believe it is very important 
to think about how we can organize 
junior high schools so that teachers 
can develop supportive and caring 
relationships with their students. 
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TEENAGERS DON'T ADD TO FAMILY CONFLICT 

Historicallly, people have believed that adolesence is a time of turbulence for 
children and their parents. We wanted to see if this belief is actually true. We 
surveyed 1,300 of the original study participants and their parents when the 
children were in tenth grade and asked questions about the changes that have 
taken place in the family as the children pass through ado1escence. 

Although some parents reported that they were arguing more with their 
children, for the most part adolescence does not seem to be a time of family 
conflict. Several parents said that they are becoming closer to their children. 
Many parents commented that as their children become young adults, there is 
better communication in the family. There are fewer arguments and less 
tension. 

The changes that take place in the family often seem to depend on the sex of 
the child. Parents reported that as their sons mature, they are more likely to 
voice their own opinions and confront their parents when they disagree wiJ:h 
them. In contrast, many parents said that their daughters were actually 
responding more positively to their parents' suggestions. This sex difference in 
adolescence tells us a lot about how children are raised in our society and suggest 
reasons why men and women are different in adulthood. 

MOMS AND TEENS THINK ABOUT SEX ROLES 
How do teenagers figure out what it means to be an adult man or woman? 

Where do their ideas about sex roles come from? One factor that may explain 
differences in adolescent's sex role attitudes is their parents' marital status. We 
find that divorced mothers have less traditional attitudes about boys' and girls' 
roles in the family and the work place. Married mothers have more traditional 
views about these roles. Remarried mothers fall between the divorced and married 
mothers. 

Adolescents' views of male and female roles in the family and work place 
reflect their mothers' beliefs. Children of the most traditional mothers have more 
traditional sex role attitudes, believing men should support the family · financially 
and women should take care of the home and children. Children with less 
traditional mothers are less likely to agree with these traditional beliefs. 

There are differences in sex role attitudes between boys and girls. Seventh 
grade boys agree with more traditional views about men's and women's roles in the 
home and society than do seventh grade girls. This gap widens during high school. 

Teenagers' ideas about sex roles are important in the development of their 
career and family plans. Mothers' values have an impact in this ·an;a, affecting 
what their teenager hopes to be as an adult. For example, divorced mothers may be 
more likely to emphasize the importance of financial independence to their 
daughters, encouraging them to pursue higher paying and higher status 
occupations. 

We will continue to look at the effects of different family types and parents' 
attitudes on adolescent sex roles. 

Boys and C iris Have Different Job Expectations 
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PARENTS GIVE 
TEENS A LOT OF 

ADVICE 

We asked the parents of 1Oth 
graders what kinds of advice 
they give their children. Below 
are some of the most common re
sponses we received to our ques
tions about advice. 

************************************ 
Parents report encouraging their 
teenagers to try hard in their 
coursework: 

"Don't take courses that 
require little effort." 

"Take courses that will 
benefit you in college." 

************************************ 
Parents give different types 

of advice about marriage and 
family, focusing on the need to 
be mature before getting mar
ried . 

"Work together , and be 
loving. 

"Wait and be sure before you 
get married." 

************************************ 
Parents also tell their teenagers 
about future jobs: 

"Be sure you e[Jjoy what you 
do as a career." 

"Look for independence and 
self-support in a job." 

Sometimes 
and Teens 
Little Extra 
Advice. 

Parents 
Need · a 
Help or 

Here is a list of general 
resources available for fam
ilies. If you need something 
which they cannot provide, 
they can tell you where to 
call in your area. 

Rapline (teen crisis line) 
1-800-292-4517 

Wayne County Health 
Dept. (information, family 
planning, and health care) 
467-3300 

Oakland County Dept. of 
Mental Health (counsel
ing and mental health care 
for children, adolescents, 
and adults) 
348-8355 

Wayne County Multi
Resource Center (many 
varied services and 
information provided) 
557-1009 

Agency Information 
Sevices 
1-800 - 621-3860 

"IDGH SCHOOL ROLES" 
We asked lOth graders which character from the movie 

THE BREAKFAST CLUB 
was most like them, and got these responses: 




