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This study examined the development and validation of a measure of adaptation
to problematic academic and interpersonal tasks that arise during the transition to
middle school (Survey of Adaptational Tasks of Middle School —SAT-MS). In
terms of Bronfenbrenner’s framework of “ecological transitions,” a set of psychoso-
cial tasks was reliably identified, and the perceived impact of these tasks was found
to be related to self-concept and perceived school environment. Sex differences
consistent with differential developmental expectations emerged. The results sug-
gested that for girls, peer relationship tasks were most salient with regard to crite-
rion measures, whereas for boys, peer relationship, conflict with authority, and
academic pressure tasks all related to criterion measures. The major findings were
replicated for both a predominantly white, suburban sample and a predominantly
urban, nonwhite sample. The results are discussed in terms of the needs of children
during periods of adaptational challenge.

Inquiry into those aspects of the school environment that provide barriers
to children’s successful academic and interpersonal functioning is clearly in-
creasing. There is a growing realization that numerous “hassles” (i.e., micro-
stressors, or brief, frequently occurring life situations that require immediate
adaptation or coping) faced by students during the school day can have a
deleterious impact on adjustment (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). During transi-
tions from one school to another there is a confluence of factors that heighten
the adaptational demands on students: unfamiliar physical environment,
largely new set of peers and adults with whom to interact, uncertainty about
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new rules, routines, and performance expectations, and lack of knowledge
concerning support resources and how to access them (Felner, Ginter, &
Primavera, 1982). Taken toget
school meets Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) criteria for an ecological transition.
That is, entering a new school is a situation in which significant role changes
occur and, with these changes, a concomitant likelihood that a previous adap-
tational balance may be threatened.

Several important studies have empirically demonstrated a link between
the normative transition to high school (Feiner et al., 1982) and middie or
junior high school (Elias, Gara, & Ubriaco, 1985; Mitman & Packer, 1982;
Simmons, Blythe, Van Cleave, & Bush, 1979) and an increased incidence of
school maladjustment, as well as a negative impact on a significant number
of children who had previously been asymptomatic (Toepfer & Marani,
1980). Thus, there are facets of the receiving environment that are system-
atically assoclated with increased dysfunction on the part of many school-
children.

It is useful to conceptualize school transitions as embodying a set of psycho-
social tasks to which students must adapt (i.e., come to some satisfying and
socially acceptable resolution or mastery). These tasks include solving logisti-
cal concerns (e.g., learning the new physical layout of the school), developing
new relationships with peers, teachers, and adult disciplinary authorities,
learning to respond to new interpersonal dilemmas (e.g., pressures to smoke,
drink, or take drugs; dating; lockerroom arrangements during gym class),
and, of course, finding ways of meeting new and increased academic expecta-
tions (Mergendoller, Swarthout, & Packer, 1982; Pumfrey & Ward, 1976;
Sabo, 1983). During the preadolescent period, adaptation difficulties are exac-
erbated by biological changes associated with the onset of puberty, cognitive
changes associated with an increased capacity for formal operational thinking,
and developmental changes in relationships with peer and authority figures
(Garmezy, 1983; Maccoby, 1983). The confluence of adaptational tasks and
biological, cognitive, and developmental changes makes transition to middle
school a critical phenomenon in respect to effective prevention, children’s
mental health programs and policy, and the study of stress and coping in
children (Johnson, 1980).

Moos (1984) and Johnson (1986) emphasize that cognitive appraisal of life
events and of the adaptational tasks required provides a potent window onto
the psychological impact of ecological and developmental transitions. Apprais-
als incorporate generalized and specific expectancies about an event, its likely
outcome, and one’s own ability to cope in a positive manner (Lazarus &
Folkman, 1984). Therefore, it is probable that an event appraised as problem-
atic would be associated with a subjective sense of discomfort or distress and/
or a sense that some special coping efforts may be required. The extent
to which such an appraisal translates into clearly observable difficulties in
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adjustment is the outcome of its operation in a set of interactive processes
involving available and perceived supports, characteristics of relevant social
environments, and personal characteristics (Moos, 1984).

An approach to assessment derived from this perspective would emphasize
the concept of adaptational tasks. Such tasks would be developmentally pre-
dictable and have a relatively high likelihood of being genuine “stressors.”
Examples include moving to a larger school, having more homework, having
many different teachers, being pressured by peers to smoke, and becoming
interested in dating. Such tasks can serve as “items” In an assessment.

Because the occurrence of transition-related tasks across children is rela-
tively uniform, individual differences in appraisal can be meaningfully exam-
ined. Although ratings given by children are subjective, all children can be
asked to respond from a standardized frame of reference. Work by Johnson
(1986) suggests that a framework based on ratings of how often one has to
cope with tasks is likely to be less reliable than one based on ratings of how
problematic a particular task is for a child. A score that reflects overall severity
or impact of perceived problems should have integrity; however, because
school ecology is assumed to be multifaceted, a measure should allow children
to reflect distinctions in their appraisal of adaptation to different categories of
adaptational tasks (Garmezy, 1987; Rutter, 1983).

An assessment tool would have significance for research and practice, par-
ticularly in the area of school psychology. It would promote the study of the
processes of transition and adaptation related to middle school, and would
provide a standard means for identifying the nature and extent of students’
adaptational difficulties.

This report presents the development and validation of a measure, based
on the aforementioned perspective, of adaptation to problematic academic
and interpersonal tasks that arise in middle school.

METHOD

Overview of Scale Development

The basic principles for measure development followed a behavioral-analytic
and social-learning model, emphasizing behavior-in-situations, rather than
respondent traits or attributes, as a unit of analysis (Goldfried & D’Zurilla,
1969; Rotter, 1954). Therefore, the initial focus was on understanding situa-
tions faced by students making transition to middle school. Varied sources
were consulted: literature on the characteristics of middle school (e.g., John-
son, 1980), reports of diaries kept during the transition period (Pumfrey &
Ward, 1976), anthropological reports of the school day as seen by middle
school youngsters (Sabo, 1983), measures reported in the literature, observa-
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tions of normative developmental phenomena of middle-school-age young-
sters (Newman & Newman, 1984), and literature on risk factors for substance
abuse and psychopathology (Botvin, 1983; Bry, 1982; Rutter, 1980).

In addition, informal meetings were held with (a) community mental health
center clinicians and private practitioners who treat middle school children,
(b) groups of middle school children, and (c) elementary and middle school
teachers and administrators. The information obtained was put into state-
ments reflecting the tasks with which students would have to cope upon enter-
ing middle school, such as eating in a larger cafeteria, forgetting one’s locker
combination, being made fun of in the lockerroom, and having harder school-
work. The statements preserved the children’s language wherever possible. In
all, 33 statements were used. The criteria for task selection were strong con-
sensus among respondents that (a) a task occurred frequently during the
transition, (b) a task occurred to most students, or (c) when a task did occur,
it engendered severe coping difficulties.

Piloting of varying formats showed that children seemed to be confused by
a multistep procedure that asked for ratings of whether an event occurred,
how much distress it led to, and whether it was easy or hard to cope with. It
was determined that tasks would be placed in a format in which children
would be asked to think about what had occurred over the previous month
(with some specific date or event given to mark the time period, e.g., “since
you began middle school”) and to rate the extent to which a given task was a
problem for them. Their choices: no problem, small problem, medium prob-
lem, large problem. (The order of problem statements was varied to avoid
response sets.) This procedure was chosen to emphasize an assessment of the
child’s appraisal of the extent to which a task was a source of distress and
required ongoing efforts to adapt. As a result of analyses of response frequency
and single-item/total-score correlations, 28 tasks were retained on the final
version of the measure.

STUDY 1

Participants and Setting

A middle school of approximately 550 youngsters (Grades 6-8) was selected
for the study. The school was suggested by regional and county educators as
“modal”: Four elementary schools fed into it. The suburban community of
15,000 was multiethnic (predominantly white, of Italian and Eastern Euro-
pean ancestry; 5% black and Latino) and predominantly blue-collar, and it
was at or above average in the region in terms of rates of separation and
divorce, use of mental health facilities, and other concomitants of economic
difficulty. Assessments were given to all sixth graders (except 3, who did not
have parental permission)—78 boys and 77 girls—just over a month after
their entry into the middle school. On average, the children were approxi-
mately 1 year above grade level on standard academic indices.
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Measures

In addition to the assessment of middle school adaptation described earlier,
the following measures were used.

Piers~Harris Self-Concept Scale for Children. The Piers-Harris (Piers,
1969) contains 80 true-false items covering areas such as intellectual and
school status, positive behavior, popularity, low anxiety, and physical attrac-
tiveness. A modified 44-item scale was used in which ambiguous or redundant
items were eliminated. The modified scale has an internal consistency of .85,
and a 6-month test-retest reliability of 7 = .73; it has been validated against
peer measures of social competence and children’s ability to persist in problem
solving in the face of obstacles (Elias, Beier, & Gara, 1989).

AML. The AML (Cowen & Associates, 1975) is a rating scale completed by
teachers. It covers the domains of acting-out, moodiness, and learning. For
the purposes of this study, each child was rated by two teachers (their agree-
ment was 93 %); one overall behavior rating score was obtained. In previous
studies, the AML has shown acceptable reliability and validity (e.g., Janes &
Hesselbrock, 1978).

Achievement. Report card records for the students were obtained for the
major academic areas for the first marking period in middle school. A factor
analysis revealed that all scores loaded strongly on one factor; therefore, a
composite factor score representing achievement was created. In addition,
school records concerning absence and tardiness were obtained.

Adjustment to Middle School. The students were asked to respond to the
following direct questions: How much do you like middle school (1 = very
much, 3 = its ok, 5 = not at all)? How long has it taken you to get used to
middle school (1 = a few days, 2 = 1-2 weeks, 3 = 1 month, 4 = not used to it
yet)? How hard has it been to change from elementary to middle school (1 =
very easy, 3 = a little easy and a little hard, 5 = very hard)? The students were
also given 15 bipolar adjectives drawn from descriptive studies about second-
ary schools and asked to rate each one along a 7-point scale, using “middle
school” as the reference point. The adjectives used: good-bad; interesting-boring;
comfortable-uncomfortable; unfair—fair; like-hate; sad-happy; nervous-relaxed; friendly-
unfriendly; exciting-dull; very confusing-not confusing at all; afraid-unafraid; violent-
peaceful; easy-hard;, small-big; dangerous-safe. Excellent reliability has been con-
sistently reported for measures of this kind (Wiggins, 1973).

Validation Procedure

In the initial phase of data analysis, the psychometric structure of the Survey
of Adaptational Tasks-Middle School (SAT-MS) was explored through item
analysis and factor analysis. The relationship of SAT-MS performance to
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academic ability was also examined. In the second phase, the relationship of
indices derived from the SAT-MS to other indices logically expected to relate
to SAT-MS scores was investigated by means of correlational techniques.
These indices included self-concept, perceptions of the middle school environ-
ment, and school-related prosocial behavior. It was expected that children
who reported lower levels of difficulty on the SAT-MS would be more likely
to see the middle school in a positive light, be seen by teachers as well-
adjusted, and have a positive self-concept.

Analyses were also conducted to look at differential findings for boys and
girls. It was expected that the psychometric structure of the SAT-MS would
be similar for all children, but that sex differences might emerge in external
validity findings. Specifically, it was expected that girls might find adapta-
tional tasks in the area of peer relationships to be most salient, in light of data
that indicate that girls’ friendship networks are close-knit and intimate and
are the focal point for most of their psychosocial concerns in early adolescence
(Berndt, 1982; Rutter, 1980). Therefore, a high degree of adaptational diffi-
culty in the peer domain would be most strongly linked to external indices.
Because preadolescent boys show equivalent concern about friendships, rela-
tionships with adults, and schoolwork, it was hypothesized that in general,
predictive relationships of SAT-MS scores to external indices would be higher
for boys than for girls and that subareas of adaptational tasks would be associ-
ated with external indices at a similar magnitude.

Results (Study 1)

Psychometric Structure. An intercorrelation matrix of all 28 items was com-
puted, as well as a total score, Adaptation Difficulty, derived by adding the
scores for each item. The alpha coefficient for the total score was .92. The
correlations of each item to the total score with that item removed ranged
from .18 to .67, with 19 items between .48 and .58. The average interitem
correlation was .29. To examine the structure of the SAT-MS, a principal
components factor analysis was conducted, with varimax rotation of all factors
with an eigenvalue greater than 1.00. While eight factors were uncovered,
accounting for 68 % of the variance, an inspection of the scree plot suggested
that the first five factors (which accounted for nearly 60% of the variance)
represented a parsimonious solution. The factor analysis therefore was run
again with a five-factor solution. Total scores for each of the five factors were
derived by adding the scores of those variables with loadings of at least .33 on
a given factor; there were no cross-loading variables. Coefficient alphas were
calculated and, on the basis of the alphas and single-item/total-score correla-
tions, four sets of items showed sufficient convergence to be labeled as catego-
ries of adaptational tasks: Substance Abuse (alpha = .93), Peer Relationships
(.76), Conflicts With Authorities and Older Students (.85), and Academic
Pressures (.61). The remaining items generally related to the logistics of ad-
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Justing to a new, larger school. The intercorrelation of the four category scores
ranged from .25 to .50, suggesting that these scores tap related but mostly
distinct domains.

Table 1 contains a listing of the tasks, the question number on the SAT-MS
form, and the category of task to which each individual item is best related.
Table 2 presents descriptive statistics for the total score and the category

Table 1
Tasks on the Survey of Adaptational Tasks of Middle School
Task
No. Task Name Category of tasks
1. Getting lost and not being able to find your way
around school
2. Forgetting your locker combination Conflicts With Authority, Older
Students
3. Being treated more like a child Peer Relationships
4. Having school farther away from home
3. Having a tough teacher Conflicts With Authority, Older
Students
6. Buying new notebooks
7. Having to do harder school work Academic Pressures
8. Eating in a larger cafeteria
9. Having an argument with a teacher Conflicts With Authority, Older
Students
10. Being sent to the vice principal Conflicts With Authority, Older
Students
11. Leaving the wrong books and supplies in your Conflicts With Authority, Older
locker and forgetting to bring the right books Students
and supplies to class
12. Getting too much homework Academic Pressures
13. Getting into fights Conflicts With Authority, Older
Students
14. Not seeing your friends from elementary school
enough
15. Having trouble making new friends Peer Relationships
16. Wishing you were in a better reading group
17. Kids trying to talk you into things you don’t want Peer Relationships
to do
18. Getting things stolen from you Conflicts With Authority, Older
Students
19. Being bothered by the older kids Peer Relationships
20. Not getting along with all your different teachers  Conflicts With Authority, Older
Students
21. Other kids teasing you Peer Relationships
22. Not being in the “in” group, like not being able to  Peer Relationships
go around with the group of kids you’d like to
hang around with
23. Kids seeing you in the locker room without any of
your clothes on and making fun of you
24, Drinking beer, wine or liquor Substance Abuse
25. Taking drugs Substance Abuse
26. Smoking cigarettes Substance Abuse
27. Dating members of the opposite sex Peer Relationships

28. Teachers expecting too much of you
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Table 2
Descriptive Summary of SAT-MS Indices for Full Sample, Boys, Girls
Full

Survey indices sample Boys Girls
Adaptation Difficulty

M 41.05 41.50 40.58

SD 12.25 12.48 12.08
Range 22-88 22-78 28-88
Substance Abuse

M 3.89 3.93 3.84

SD 2.40 2.43 2.39
Range 3-12 3-12 3-12
Peer Relationships

M 9.79 9.70 9.89

SD 3.73 3.65 3.84
Range 7-27 7-23 7-27
Conflict With Authority

M 13.10 13.28 12.92

SD 5.23 5.20 5.28
Range 8-29 8-29 8-27
Academic Pressures

M 3.46 3.76 3.17

§D 1.52 1.65 1.32
Range 2-8 2-8 2-7

scores, for the entire sample and by sex. Note that there are no significant
sex differences. Also, the factor analysis structure and pattern of reliability
coefficients were equivalent for boys and girls. Finally, the achievement score,
derived from report card records of academic ability, was found not to be
associated with overall performance on the SAT-MS, r = .10 for boys, .14
for girls, NS.

External Validation, Data reduction to obtain criterion variables. External valida-
tion involved determining the association of survey indices with variables
that represent self-concept, perceptions of middle school, and school-related
prosocial behavior. Data reduction was necessary to minimize spurious find-
ings because of overlap among variables and to eliminate multicollinearity.
First, a principal components factor analysis was performed on the 15 bipolar
adjectives. Three factors accounted for over 90% of the variance: seeing the
middle school as generally (a) good (good, comfortable, interesting, friendly),
(b) safe (safe, not violent, fair), and (c) calm (calm, not confusing, easy).
Scores derived from each of these factors were computed. Next, a principal
components factor analysis was performed on the factor-derived scores, the
direct questions about middle school, the teacher ratings of students’ behavior,
attendance and tardiness records, and the self-concept score. Three factors
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with eigenvalues greater than 1.00 accounted for 56% of the variance. A
varimax rotation was used to aid interpretation: (a) Positive Self-Efficacy
(good self-concept; used to middle school; easy to change) 27.5%; (b) Positive
Evaluation of Middle School (good, safe, liked very much) 16.5%; and (c)
Positive School Behavior (as evidenced by positive teacher ratings and low
absence and tardiness records) 12%. These procedures yielded three sets of
criterion variables, composed of nine specific indices.

Interrelationshity of SAT-MS indices and criterion variables. To evaluate the rela-
tionship of the SAT-MS scores to the criterion variables, factor scores for the
three sets of variables noted above were regressed onto the total Adaptation
Difficulty score (i.e., the total SAT-MS score). The overall relationship was
significant, F(3, 121) = 13.31, p < .001,r = .49. Positive Self-Efficacy and
Positive Evaluation of Middle School each accounted for a significant, unique
portion of variance, (1, 121) = 31.76, p < .001 and A1, 121) = 7.91,
p < .006, respectively. When this analysis was run separately for boys and
girls, the findings were similar, with 7 = .54 and r = .46, respectively.

Canonical correlation was used to examine the possibility that differential
relationships existed between scores for the four categories of adaptation tasks
and the three factor scores. The first canonical variate was significant, F{12,
297) = 4.97, R’ = .32, indicating that difficulties with Peer Relationships,
Conflicts With Authorities and Older Students, and Academic Pressures were
inversely related to Positive Self-Efficacy and Positive Evaluation of Middle
School. However, when this analysis was run separately by sex, some impor-
tant differences emerged. For boys, the canonical R} = .48, K12, 122) =
3.28, p < .001. The results paralleled the findings for the full sample, only
much more clearly. For girls, R = .21, F(12, 156) = 2.16, p < .02. For
girls, while all four category scores showed a negative association with Positive
Self-Efficacy, the link between difficulties in Peer Relationships tasks and low
scores on Self-Efficacy was strongest. Thus, girls’ adaptational difficulties were
less generalized than those of boys, and their peer relationships were most
saliently associated with their sense of efficacy.

To further clarify the multivariate analyses performed, Table 3 shows bi-
variate correlations of the SAT-MS indices and the external validity variables,
separately for boys and girls. A modified Bonferroni procedure (Larzelere &
Mulaik, 1977) applied to the correlation matrices suggests that r = .35 can
be reliably interpreted as significant. The findings support the multivariate
analyses, including the sex differences.

STUDY 2

Background

Study 2 was conducted to determine whether the factorial structure of the
SAT-MS would remain stable with a very different population of middle
school students: sixth graders from a predominantly nonwhite, urban, inner
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city middle school. Also, there was an interest in further examining the Study
1 findings concerning sex differences in the relationship of the SAT-MS and
self-concept. Specifically, work by Garmezy and Masten suggests that when
children experience numerous stressors, there is a general tendency to per-
ceive themselves as less competent; this tendency is particularly marked
among disadvantaged youngsters (Masten, 1986). Also, developmentally,
girls would be expected to be better able than boys to compartmentalize
their perceptions, so that their perceived competence would be diminished
primarily in areas in which they were experiencing adaptational difficulty
{Masten & Garmezy, 1985).

Participants and Setting

A middle school of approximately 500 students was selected. It is located in
an urban area categorized in the lowest levels of socioeconomic status (SES),
with high levels of marital disruption, substance abuse, social mobility, crime,
and use of mental health and child welfare services. The children were sixth
graders in their first year in the middle school. They were 50% Latino, 25%
Anglo, 20% black, and 5% mixed non-Latino; there were 61 boys and 68
girls. On average, children were at or 1 year below grade level on standard
academic indices. Assessment was made 2 months after school began.

Measures

In addition to the SAT-MS, two subscales of the Perceived Competence Scale
for Children (Harter, 1982) were used. Cognitive-academic items address how
competent children feel in their school-related work and achievement; social-
acceptance items address how competent children believe they are at engaging
peers in friendships and groups. Each subscale contains seven items that
describe two different groups of children (e.g., kids who are often in groups
versus kids who often do things by themselves). A child first decides which
type of kids he or she is most like, and then decides whether the description is
sort of true or really true for him or her. Items are scored on a 4-point scale,
with 1 indicating low perceived competence and 4 indicating high perceived
competence. Scores are summed and averaged for each subscale. Satisfactory
reliability and validity have been reported consistently (Harter, 1982).

Results (Study 2)

Analyses of psychometric structure identical to those in Study 1 were con-
ducted with nearly identical results. The principal components factor analysis
with varimax rotation again uncovered eight factors accounting for 68% of
the variance. The scree plot again suggested that a 5-factor solution was most
parsimonious, and so the factor analysis was run again, constrained to a
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five-factor solution, as before. The five factors, accounting for 56% of the
variance, contained item loadings that conformed to the factor structure in
Study 1. That is, four category scores could be derived as in Study 1, with the
exception of two items, one in Peer Relationships (No. 27, Dating Members
of the Opposite Sex) and one in Conflict With Authority (No. 2, Forgetting
Your Locker Combination). These items had high cross-loadings in this sam-
ple. However, coefficient alphas, single-item/total-score correlations, and in-
tercorrelation of the four category scores were nearly the same as in Study 1;
the latter, for example, ranged from .17 to .55.

Table 4 presents descriptive statistics; once again, there were no sex differ-
ences. However, the urban sample clearly reported a higher level of problem-
atic adaptational demands. Table 5 presents correlations of the SAT-MS
and the Perceived Competence scores. As predicted, girls’ scores were highly
compartmentalized; adaptation difficulties with peers were associated with
lower perceived social competence; difficulties with academics were related to
lower perceived cognitive-academic competence. Boys showed more general-
ized patterns. Lower competence was most consistently linked to peer-related
difficulties; however, perceived competence in boys appears to be associated
with adaptation difficulty in a wider variety of category areas than is true for
girls at this age.

Table 4
Descriptive Summary of SAT-MS Indices for Urban Sample

Survey Indices Full sample Boys Girls
Adaptation Difficulty

M 56.57 57.04 55.69

SD 14.43 14.23 16.16

Range 29-99 29-92 29-99
Substance Abuse

M 5.99 6.41 5.64

SD 3.93 4.10 3.77

Range 3-12 3-12 3-12
Peer Relationships

M 13.72 13.78 13.58

SD 4.25 3.87 4.56

Range 7-23 7-23 7-23
Conflict With Authority

M 17.58 18.51 16.53

SD 6.46 6.04 6.53

Range 8-32 9-31 8-30
Academic Pressures

M 4.96 5.13 4.76

SD 1.84 1.85 1.80

Range 2-8 2-8 2-8
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Table 5
Correlation of SAT-MS Indices With Perceived Competence Scale, Urban Sample
Cognitive- Social
SAT-MS Indices academic acceptance
Acceptance
Boys
Adaptation Difficulty —.26* —.15
Substance Abuse —-.25* .06
Peer Relations —.33** —.43***
Conflicts -~.36** .06
Academic Pressure —-.21 —-.33**
Girls
Adaptation Difficulty ~.03 —.15
Substance Abuse —.07 —.05
Peer Relations .00 —.35**
Conflicts .06 .04
Academic Pressure —.33** -.22

*For SAT-MS indices high scores are related to greater adaptational difficulty.
ey <0010 **001 < p <01 *01 < p < .05.

DISCUSSION

The Survey of Adaptational Tasks of Middle School appears to provide psy-
chometrically adequate information concerning overall adaptation difficulty
and subareas of particular adaptation challenge across at least two distinctive
middle school populations. In Study 1 difficulty with tasks related to the
transition to middle school was most closely related to indicators of students’
concerns about the middle school environment and to students’ sense of self-
efficacy. As predicted, the relationship of SAT-MS indices to external criteria
was stronger in boys than in girls, a finding also observed by Compas, Slavin,
Wagner, and Vannatta (1986) in a study of the relationship of negative life
events to psychiatric symptomatology in adolescents. For girls, peer-related
stressors seemed most salient, in accordance with prior hypotheses and devel-
opmental expectations.

These relationships generally were confirmed in Study 2. Boys reporting
low perceived competence in academic and social domains also reported adap-
tation difficulties in a variety of areas. Girls’ associations seemed more dif-
ferentiated. Peer-related stressors shared variance with perceived social com-
petence; perceived academic competence was linked with academic task
pressures.

Somewhat unexpected was the lack of relationship of SAT-MS indices to
adjustment, as represented by teachers’ ratings. It is possible that 1 month
following the transition may be too soon for teachers to have established a
clear sense of most children’s behavioral adjustment. At the beginning of the
school year, the range of adjustment scores is also attenuated. At later points
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in the school year, one is more likely to tap stable views of both adaptation
difficulties and adjustment, and thereby obtain a more valid indication of the
relationship between these constructs.

It is also worth noting that students who keep up with their academic work,
keep their peer and substance abuse problems out of the classroom, and
keep their relationships with their teachers cordial are likely to be viewed as
adequately adjusted. This is consistent with Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984)
position that it is visible coping that is most accessible to objective measure-
ment: Children’s appraisal of adaptational difficulties is “phenomenological”
(p. 93) and will not necessarily be perceived strongly or accurately by persons
in the children’s environment. Ultimately, “adjustment” is linked to contextual
factors in any measurement setting, as well as to attributes of the children
under study. Therefore, sources of information about children’s behavior and
functioning outside of the classroom should be obtained in future studies.

Implications for Research and Practice

A survey of adaptational tasks provides an indicator of potential intervention
points at both the individual and school levels. There is compelling evidence
that even students who leave elementary school with satisfactory levels of
social and academic skills may encounter difficulties with the transition to
middle school. These difficulties can be profitably understood as tasks that, to
be mastered successfully, generally require coordinated and sequenced inte-
gration of various skills. Future research no doubt will extend and refine the
four adaptation subareas currently identified by the SAT-MS. Nevertheless,
combined with additional relevant information, students’ SAT-MS responses
can assist in focusing individual or group interventions. It can be of particular
value that interventions can be made in areas that students themselves identify
as problematic; whatever skills-building approaches one might wish to under-
take therefore could be initiated around circumstances concerning which stu-
dents would be relatively highly motivated.

At the building level, patterns of difficulties can be monitored to suggest
areas in which organization practices and policies of the school might be
modifted to allow students to adapt to tasks more successfully. Felner and
Adan (1988) modified the organization of secondary schools to create less flux
in student groupings and increase contact with a core set of teachers during
the first years in the school. These changes were responses to anecdotal reports
of difficulties with academic pressures and conflicts with authorities and older
students. While not causative per se, patterns of difficulties in adaptation
tasks also might suggest preventive interventions. In a pilot school for the
development of the SAT-MS, data concerning the tasks associated with logis-
tical difficulties, academic pressures, and conflict with authorities were used
by school and community psychologists and educators to plan a self-organiza-
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tional/study skills course for all students entering middle school and to develop
and refine existing programs in the elementary schools designed to promote chil-
dren’s interpersonal problem-solving and social decision-making skills, partic-
ularly upon entry into middle school (Elias & Tobias, 1990).

In light of the findings from the initial study and these considerations,
future research should have several foci. First, a broader array of indices of
school adjustment should be used, to allow an increased range of variability
and a multimethod/multisource assessment of that construct. Second, the
relationship of adaptation difficulty to another variable closely linked with
adaptational challenges, namely social support, should be explored. Particu-
larly among early adolescents, the support of a best friend is likely to foster
coping with interpersonal and academic difficulties (Thoits, 1986). Support
variables are potential buffers of the impact of adaptational difficulty on ad-
justment, as well as potential sources of influence on the developmental prog-
ress of coping with problematic tasks of middle school (Heller, Swindle, &
Dusenbury, 1986).

Future work also should involve collecting a broader base of normative
data on the SAT-MS. This would include a differential examination of the
link of SAT-MS scores with grades, standardized achievement tests, and
indices of academic aptitude or intelligence. These and related research ques-
tions can be enriched by administering the SAT-MS at different lengths of
time after transition to middle school and also by looking at results as a
function of different types of sending and receiving environments.

In summary, at this point, the Survey of Adaptational Tasks of Middle
School is most appropriately used as a way of understanding the areas of
middle school life to which children believe they are having difficulty adapt-
ing. The data show that these difficulties are consistently linked with the
children’s perceptions about the middle school, the process of getting used to
the school, and children’s self-concept and perceived competence. In settings
in which the salience and awareness of children’s emotional well-being is very
high, there is likely to be a generally stronger relationship of SAT-MS indices
with overall indices of school adjustment. Differentiating such contextual pos-
sibilities from measurement error constitutes an area in which much vigilance
and further work are required.
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