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Sex Differences in Self- and Teachers’ Reports of
Self-Esteem in Preadolescents’

Roger C. Loeb? and Leslie Horst®
Lehigh University

The short form of the Coopersmith Self-Esteem Inventory was administered to
952 fourth- and fifth-grade children (482 males, 470 females) from 41 classes.
The children’s teachers completed Coopersmith’s Behavior Rating Form, a
measure of self-esteem-related behavior. In the self-ratings, girls were significantly
lower than boys; in the teachers’ ratings, girls were significantly higher. In 32 of
the 41 classes, boys ranked higher in their self-ratings than in the teacher ratings;
the reverse was true for girls — a highly significant difference. This pattern of
findings did not occur in the 8 classes which had male teachers. Issues con-
cerning the measurement and conceptualization of self-esteem are discussed.

Since the mid-1960s, much research has been focused on sex differences in self-
esteem. The present study was undertaken to help clarify the nature of sex dif-
ferences in self-rated and teacher-rated self-esteem, and the relationship between
the two measures. In the context of this research, a number of important ques-
tions concerning the measurement and conceptualization of self-esteem have
arisen.

Recent studies on sex differences in self-esteem have used a wide variety of
instruments and have produced an equally varied set of results. Perhaps the most
frequent finding is an absence of statistically significant sex differences in self-
reported self-esteem (Carlson, 1965; Carpenter & Busse, 1969; Damico, 1975;
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Friedman, Rogers, & Gettys, 1975; Harris & Braun, 1971; Kokenes, 1974a;
Lekarczyk & Hill, 1969; Long, Henderson, & Ziller, 1967; Nisbett & Gordon,
1967; Powelkiewick & McIntyre, 1975; Reschly & Mittman, 1973; Simon &
Simon, 1975; Smith, Tedeschi, Braun, & Lindskold, 1973 ; Vance & Richmon,
1975). In many of these studies the means are not given, so it is not possible to
discern trends.

A few studies have found females significantly higher than males (Baum
et al., 1970; Bledsoe, 1967; Campbell, 1966), though this result appears to be
rare. In some cases, either in the whole sample or in a subsample, males score
higher than females (Whittaker, 1973 ; Durley, 1974; Good & Good, 1975; Fein,
O’Neill, Frank, & Velit, 1975; Kimball, 1973; Herbert, Gelfand, & Hartmann,
1969; Carpenter & Busse, 1969). In these studies, males tended to exceed fe-
males in the older age groups (late elementary, junior high, and college age).
Fein et al. (1975) tested 307 urban children ranging from 7 to 13 years old. They
found a sex by grade interaction in which the girls’ scores appeared to stay the
same, but the boys’ scores increased with age. This result was taken as support
for Bardwick’s notion (1971) that girls have a difficult time in early adolescence
and show a decrease in self-esteem, relative to boys, at that age.

Other studies do not report or discuss sex differences in self-csteem
measures, even though they have the data (Bagley & Evan-Wong, 1975; Kokenes,
1974b; Lewis & Adank, 1975; Spotz & Johnston, 1973). These studies were
usually focused on other aspects of self-esteem.

There are data from other research areas relevant to the issue of sex dif-
ferences in self-esteem. Several experiments by V. C. Crandall (1969) found
that boys expect to perform better than girls do and that boys tend to over-
estimate their expected performance relative to their actual performance while
girls underestimate. Lekarczyk and Hill (1969) found that boys were higher
than girls on “lie” and “defensiveness” scales. (They eliminated subjects in the
highest 5% on these two measures, which may be why they found no sex dif-
ferences in self-esteem). Similarly, Maccoby and Jacklin (1974) point out the
possible effect of defensiveness on boys’ self-esteem scores. From these studies
we are led to Hypothesis 1. Boys will score higher than girls on self-ratings of
self-esteem.

Many of the studies cited earlier had relatively small samples (r < 100),
and all relied on a single self-report of self-esteem. Coopersmith’s study (1967) is
distinguished from many others both by the large size of the sample and by the
use of two separate indices of self-esteem. He found no significant sex differences
in the self-ratings (perceptions) of 10- to 12-year-old children. However, teachers’
ratings of these same children’s self-esteem-related behaviors resulted in signi-
ficantly higher scores for the girls. This discrepancy between self- and teachers’
reports was not discussed by Coopersmith and has received little attention since.

One study which used teacher ratings (Amatora, 1955) reported that
teachers rated both boys and girls higher in desirable personality characteristics
than the children rated themselves. However, self-esteem was not the focus of
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Amatora’s study, and differences between girls and boys in teachers’ ratings
were not reported.

Several recent studies have used Coopersmith’s self- and teacher-rating
instruments together, although almost none of these studies has discussed sex
differences (Altman & Firesz, 1973; Altman & Scollon, 1973; Ammerman &
Fryrear, 1975; Cress & O’Donnell, 1975). One additional study (Damico, 1975)
included the Coopersmith self-report measure and the “Florida key” (a measure
of inferred learner self-concept) which is completed by the teacher. There were
no significant sex differences in this study, but the sample size (30) was quite
small.

In just a few studies, adults other than teachers have rated children’s self-
concept. Rothbart and Maccoby (1966) played a tape of a 4-year-old’s voice
to parents of children of nursery school age. Subjects were asked to imagine that
they were parents of the taped child in giving their responses. When the assigned
sex of the child was the opposite of the subject’s (e.g., male subject with female
child), the child was responded to with more permissiveness and positive attention
than when the subject and the hypothetical child were the same sex. Gurwitz
and Dodge (1975) found the same pattern of favorable opposite-sex ratings when
college students watched a videotape of a 3-year-old child. A weakness of both
these studies is that they used only one tape each; factors unique to each tape
might have affected the results. Contradictory findings have been reported. For
instance, a study with a large sample (Shrader & Leventhal, 1968) found no sex
differences in parents’ ratings of their children’s “self-feeling.” Furthermore,
there is evidence that female teachers are more likely to value “feminine”
behavior in preschool children (Fagot & Patterson, 1969), which suggests that
the pattern of cross-sex preference noted by Gurwitz and Dodge and Rothbart
and Maccoby is not a general one.

Evidence concerning older children is more indirect, although some social
commentators (e.g., Sexton, 1969) suggest that in elementary school, teachers
tend to favor “feminine” behavior, and studies by Kagan (1964) and Kellogg
(1969) have found that children tend to perceive school objects as “feminine.”
Since “feminine” behavior is associated with the school setting and is viewed
as desirable, teachers may perceive girls more favorably than boys. Thus, we
postulate Hypothesis II: Girls will score higher than boys in teachers’ ratings of
self-esteem-related behaviors. The lines of reasoning used to formulate Hypotheses
I and 1II also lead to Hypothesis IIT: Boys will score higher on self-ratings than on
teacher ratings, while the reverse will be true for girls.

Since several studies (Gurwitz & Dodge, 1975; Meyer & Sobieszek, 1972;
Rothbart & Maccoby, 1966) suggest that sex differences in the observer may
affect the way boys and girls are perceived, the sex of the teacher should be
considered. Unfortunately, this factor was not discussed by Coopersmith.

Differences between self- and teacher ratings of self-esteem such as Cooper-
smith found are meaningful if you believe with Coopersmith (1959) that such
ratings reflect different aspects or perceptions of self-esteem and may be re-
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lated to differing student characteristics. This belief is supported by the Cress
and O’Donnell (1975) study which reported that teacher ratings for a sample of
Oglala Sioux adolescents correlated with grade point average, while self-ratings
did not. The alternative is to claim that the differences in the results obtained
indicate that either or both measures are invalid. However, Coopersmith (1967)
found meaningfully different patterns of characteristics for subjects who were
high on one measure and low on the other. This differential pattern of findings,
consistent with Coopersmith’s predictions, seems to provide support for the
validity of both measures. In addition, many of the studies cited earlier provide
support for the validity of Coopersmith’s self-rating measure. Therefore, the
view taken in this study is that self- and teachers’ reports are both reasonable
measures of different aspects of self-esteem. Given the usefulness of this two-
factor approach, it is necessary to answer several questions: (1) Will Cooper-
smith’s results be replicated in a present-day sample? (2) Will sex differences
follow the patterns predicted in the three hypotheses above? (3) Will the results
differ for classes with male and female teachers?

METHOD

Subjects

The subjects were 952 (482 male, 470 female) fourth- and fifth-graders
from predominantly White lower-middle- to upper-middle-class schools in Al-
lentown, Pennsylvania (population, approximately 110,000). The students came
from 41 classes in eight schools; of these, 33 classes had female teachers and 8
had male teachers.

Procedure

All students present on the testing day were administered a short form of
Coopersmith’s Self-Esteem Inventory, which has been reported to correlate .95
with the long form (R. Crandall, 1973).* This scale consists of 25 “like me—
unlike me” items (e.g., “I'm a lot of fun to be with”) resulting in a potential
score of 0 to 25. The teachers were asked to fill out Coopersmith’s Behavior
Rating Form (1967). The 10 items (e.g., “Does this child show confidence and

4R. Crandall reported that this scale correlated .54 and .60 with Rosenberg’s self-esteem
measure in two different studies. The short scale has almost the same proportions of items
as the long form in the four content areas designated by Coopersmith (general self, home
and parents, school-academics, social self and peers). The same four content areas were
found in Kokenes’ massive factor analytic study (1974a, 1974b).
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assurance in hisfher actions towards his/her teachers and classmates?”) were
scored 0 to 4 (indicating the degree to which the teacher thought the student
performed certain behaviors) and resulted in a potential score of O to 40. Only
the 952 students for whom both pieces of information were received are in-
cluded in the sample.

As in Coopersmith’s work (1967), teachers varied greatly in their use of
the Behavior Rating Form’s scale of measurement. The ranges of scores assigned
by teachers varied from 10 to 33 points. To handle these scale differences, sex
differences were assessed within each individual teacher’s classroom as well
as in the total sample.

In order to make comparisons between teachers’ behavioral ratings and
students’ self-esteem reports, it was necessary to assign each student’s score a
rank relative to his or her classroom group on both the Behavior Rating Form
and the Self-Esteem Inventory. A comparison of the raw scores would have been
inappropriate, as the two scores were derived from quite different measures.
Mean ranks on the two measuring instruments were computed and the ranks of
the teachers’ ratings and the students’ scores compared for both boys and girls.

The following information was gathered for each class: (2) Did males or
females rate themselves higher on the Self-Esteem Inventory (questions 1 and 2
above)? (b) Were males or females rated higher by the teachers on the Behavior
Rating Form (questions 1 and 2 above)? (c¢) Did males rank higher on the Self-
Esteem Inventory than on the Behavior Rating Form, and did females rank
higher on the Behavior Rating Form than on the Self-Esteem Inventory (question
2 above)? All of these analyses were repeated for the female and male teachers
separately (question 3 above).

RESULTS

The first set of data to be reported is the students’ self-reports. Their
scores on the Self-Esteem Inventory ranged from 1 to 25, with means of 14.02
for girls (sd = 4.76) and 15.18 for boys (sd = 4.84). Boys had a significantly
higher score than girls, #950) = 3.74, p < .001.° Using classes as the unit of
analysis, the same pattern was found. In 28 classes, the average score for boys on
the Self-Esteem Inventory was higher than the average score for girls. In 13
classes, the reverse was true. The sign test on these data was statistically sig-
nificant (z = 2.19 p < .03).° Males are clearly rating themselves higher in self-
esteem, thus confirming Hypothesis I.

The second set of data is the teachers’ reports of their students’ esteem-
related behaviors. The teachers’ ratings on the Behavior Rating Form ranged

5 All p levels are for two-tailed tests.
¢ All z approximations to the sign test included the correction for continuity (Siegel, 1956).
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from 4 to 40, with a mean for girls of 25.62 (sd = 6.63) and for boys of 24.11
(sd = 6.71). This is a significantly higher score for girls, #(950) = 3.53, p < .001.
Here, because of differences in the teachers’ use of the scale, an analysis within
classes is particularly needed. Twenty-seven teachers rated girls on the average
higher than boys, while 14 teachers rated boys higher. A sign test for these data
was nearly significant (z = 1.88, p <.06). Apparently, the teachers perceive
girls as possessing somewhat more positive esteem-related behaviors than boys,
and Hypothesis II is supported.

The third set of data is the comparison between the two measures for
boys and girls. In 32 classes, the boys had higher rank on the Self-Esteemn In-
ventory than on the Behavior Rating Form. In 9 classes, the pattern. for boys
was the reverse. Girls necessarily were the opposite. The sign test on these data
was highly significant (z = 3.44, p < .001). The predicted sex reversal seems to
exist. Boys rate themselves higher than their teachers rate them. Girls are rated
higher by their teachers than they rate themselves. Hypothesis III is strongly
supported.

When these analyses were done separately by sex of teacher, the results
for female teachers were in the same direction as those for the whole group.
This is not surprising, since 33 of the 41 teachers were female. In the 8 classes
taught by males, the pattern was the reverse of that found with female teachers.
While none of the results with male teachers is significant and the sample is
small, the contrast in results merits consideration in future research.

DISCUSSION

Coopersmith found that teachers rated girls significantly higher than boys
on behaviors related to self-esteem, but he did not find a significant difference
between boys’ and girls’ self-ratings of self-esteem. The present research resulted
in a similar findings for teachers’ ratings; but, unlike Coopersmith, we found
significantly higher self-rated self-esteem scores for the boys.

The findings concerning the differential predictions for self-ratings versus
ratings by teachers for males and females are particularly striking. Boys rate
themselves higher than girls in self-esteem. However, teachers — at least female
teachers (who predominate during the elementary years) —rate boys lower than
girls in self-esteem-related behaviors. Many of the explanations suggested earlier
could be given for this difference; for example, teachers value quiet, polite,
“feminine” behavior; boys may give overly positive responses, while girls may
give unduly modest responses. The boys may perceive the teachers’ relatively
low evaluations of them and respond by basing their self-esteem primarily on
other indications of success rather than by consistently lowering their self-
esteem (there is much other societal support for the former alternative). The
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girls may realize that the behaviors and characteristics valued by their teachers
are not those most valued or rewarded by society at large (Broverman, Broverman,
Clarkson, Rosenkrantz, & Vogel, 1970; McKee & Sherriffs, 1957).

If boys are not receiving any particular support for their self-esteem from
teachers, then they presumably have alternative sources of self-esteem. One of
these may be academic achievement. A positive correlation between self-concept
and achievement has often been reported for boys, with a less strong or no cor-
relation for girls (Purkey, 1970; Campbell, 1966; for sixth graders in Piers and
Harris, 1969; Fein et al., 1975; Fink, 1962). These findings suggest that success
in academics may foster a positive self-concept in boys. Alternatively, a good
self-concept may aid boys’ academic achievement. Academic success may not
be a particularly significant aid to girls’ positive self-concept, even though girls
generally receive higher grades from their teachers in elementary school (Bardwick,
1971; Parsons, Ruble, Hodges, & Small, 1976). An alternative explanation is
that a lower self-concept relative to boys may not interfere with girls’ academic
achievement. The results seem to suggest that in terms of self-esteem, if there is
an important academic component, it is some form of achievement other than
pleasing the teacher.

It was noted earlier that Coopersmith did not mention the sex of the
teachers. In the present study, the finding that teachers give girls higher ratings
while boys give themselves higher ratings was only clear in the classrooms with
female teachers. This result may simply reflect the smallness of the sample of
male teachers, but it also suggests that teachers’ perceptions of their students
may be influenced by the sex of the teacher as well as by the sex of the child.

Finally, our results seem to raise questions about the use of these measures
in research. Can both instruments be accurate and meaningful measures of “self-
esteem” if they produce different results? R. Crandall (1973) reports several
studies demonstrating both reliability (split-half and test—retest) and convergent
validity for the Self-Esteen Inventory. Coopersmith (1967) has reported high
reliability (test—retest and inter-rater) for the Behavior Rating Form. The validity
of the two measures was supported in Coopersmith’s monograph (1967), as
described earlier. His findings demonstrate the utility of considering each measure
as contributing to a meaningful understanding of self-esteem. Qur findings sug-
gest that boys and girls may truly differ on these two aspects. Qur results also
strongly suggest that the sexes differ in their relative ranking on the measures,
with girls being higher in teacher ratings than in self-ratings, and the reverse
being true for boys. However, at this point we cannot rule out the possibility
that our findings are method dependent. A strategy for replicating our findings
might use two nonoverlapping scales for each of the two measures — self-ratings
and teacher ratings — to test our findings by the method of converging opera-
tions. This approach would also allow inferences concerning sex differences in
the different situational contexts for the expression of self-esteem.
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