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Two studies of how elementary school and middle school-aged children’s general
self-esteem, competence beliefs, and subjective task values for different activities change
over time are presented. In Study 1, elementary school children completed questionnaires
once a year for 3 years. Study 2 assessed how the transition to junior high school
influenced children’s self-beliefs. Children completed questionnaires in the fall and
spring of their sixth-grade year in elementary school and the fall and spring of their
seventh-grade year in junior high school. Results showed that children’s self-esteem did
not change during elementary school but decreased following the junior high transition.
Children’s competence beliefs and beliefs about the usefulness and importance of
different activities generally decreased. Children’s interest in the activities showed amore
mixed pattern of change. Boys’ and girls’ beliefs and values differed in fairly gender-
stereotypic ways.

Many psychological and educational researchers have been interested in the
development of the self system. These researchers have examined both
general beliefs such as self-esteem and more specific beliefs that children and
adolescents have about themselves. Researchers define self-esteem as the
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individual’s overall evaluation of himself or herself or how one feels about
oneself (Harter, 1983, 1990; Rosenberg, 1979; Wigfield & Karpathian,
1991). Self-esteem is thought to develop during the elementary and middle
school years, although researchers have debated how early children can make
the kinds of general self-evaluations that are the basis of self-esteem. Harter
(1983) suggested that children cannot make these kinds of self-evaluations
until they are 8 or older. By contrast, Marsh, Craven, and Debus (1991) have
argued that even 5-year-old children can make such judgments. Many authors
(e.g., Erikson, 1963; Harter, 1990; Rosenberg, 1986; Simmons, Rosenberg,
& Rosenberg, 1973) have discussed how the early adolescent years are a time
of adjustment and perhaps disturbance in children’s general self-esteem.

In examining more specific beliefs about the self, many researchers have
focused on competence or ability beliefs and efficacy and expectancy be-
liefs. These beliefs refer to children’s sense of how good they are at a given
activity and beliefs about how well they can organize and execute different
behaviors. Children’s and adults’ competence and efficacy beliefs relate to
their achievement performance, choice of achievement tasks, amount of
effort exerted, cognitive strategy use, achievement goals, and overall self-
worth (see Bandura, 1986; Covington, 1984; Dweck & Elliott, 1983; Eccles
et al., 1983; Eccles, Adler, & Meece, 1984; Harter, 1982; Nicholls, 1984, 1990;
Pintrich & De Groot, 1990; Schunk, 1991; Stipek & Mac Iver, 1989 for
detailed discussion of this work).

Some of these researchers have looked at individuals’ subjective valuing
of various activities along with their beliefs about competence and expec-
tancies for success (e.g., Eccles et al., 1983; Feather, 1982, 1988; Pintrich &
De Groot, 1990). Researchers interested in subjective task value argue that
both competence beliefs and values are needed to understand achievement
behavior and task choice. For instance, even though children may believe
they are competent at a given activity and can efficaciously perform it, they
may not engage in it if they do not value the activity. In their expectancy-value
model of achievement choice, Eccles et al. (1983) proposed four major
components of achievement values: attainment value or importance, intrinsic
value, utility value or usefulness of the task, and cost (see Eccles et al., 1983;
Wigfield & Eccles, 1992, for more detailed discussion of these components).
Building on the Battle (1965, 1966) work, Eccles et al. (1983) defined
attainment value as the importance of doing well on a given task. Intrinsic
value is the enjoyment one gains from doing the task; this component is
similar to notions of intrinsic motivation (see Deci & Ryan, 1985; Harter,
1981). Utility value or usefulness refers to how a task fits into an individual’s
future plans, for instance, taking a math class to fulfill a requirement for a
science degree. Also, cost has to do with the negative aspects of doing a task,
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such as how doing one task (e.g., homework) influences time available to do
other tasks (e.g., calling friends).

Developmental and educational researchers have been quite interested in
how children’s competence beliefs change across the school years. Generally,
most studies show that these beliefs become more negative over the school
years (see Eccles, Midgley, & Adler, 1984; Stipek & Mac Iver, 1989, for re-
views), although this conclusion is based primarily on cross-sectional data.
Fewer studies of change in children’s achievement values have been done,
but the extant work also shows that older children tend to value academic
tasks less than do younger children (e.g., Eccles et al., 1989; Eccles, Wigfield,
Harold, & Blumenfeld, 1993; Wigfield, Eccles, Mac Iver, Reuman, & Midgley,
1991). In this article two major longitudinal studies in which actual change
in children’s competence beliefs, achievement values, and general self-
esteem across elementary and junior high school are presented. The major
focus of the article is on change in early adolescents’ beliefs and values during
the middle grades years; change during elementary school is described to put
those findings in context. Possible explanations of the (generally) negative
changes in these beliefs found in this work are explored. These explanations
focus on two main things, changes in children’s processing of the evaluative
feedback they receive in school and contextual changes in the kinds of school
and classroom environments children experience as they move through
school.

STUDY 1: CHANGE IN CHILDREN’S GENERAL
SELF-ESTEEM, COMPETENCE BELIEFS, AND
ACHIEVEMENT VALUES DURING ELEMENTARY SCHOOL

In her review of studies of self-esteem and self-concept done before 1980,
Wylie (1979) concluded that there was no clear pattern of age-related change
in self-esteem. More recently, Harter (1982) found no age-related difference
in children’s self-esteem in different samples of third- through ninth-grade
children. From this fairly limited set of studies, it appears that overall
children’s self-esteem does not change greatly during elementary school.

As just mentioned, researchers have extensively examined age differences
in children’s competence beliefs, and most find that younger children have
more positive competence beliefs than do older children, at least during the
elementary school years (see Eccles, Midgley, & Adler, 1984; Stipek & Mac
Iver, 1989 for reviews). Nicholls (1979) found that 6- and 8-year-old children
ranked their reading ability relative to others in their class as very high, but
10- and 12-year-olds’ rankings were both lower and more varied. Parsons and
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Ruble (1977) found that 5- to 7-year-old children reported quite high expec-
tations for their future achievements, whereas older children reported more
modest expectations, particularly after experiencing some failure at the task.
In cross-sectional studies of children at all the elementary grades including
kindergarten, Marsh (1989) and Marsh et al. (1991) reported that older
elementary school-aged children had less positive self-concepts of ability in
several academic and nonacademic domains than did younger elementary
school-aged children. Recently, Eccles, Wigfield, Harold, and Blumenfeld
(1993) found that younger children (first and second graders) had more
positive competence beliefs in the domains of math, reading, and instrumen-
tal music than did fourth-grade children. Although other recent work shows
that some young children are quite vulnerable to failure (Heyman, Dweck, &
Cain, 1992), the general pattern appears to be that younger children’s self-
reported competence beliefs are more positive than those of older children.

Fewer studies of age differences in subjective task values have been
done, and most of these have involved older children and adolescents (e.g.,
Eccles et al., 1983; Eccles et al., 1989; Wigfield et al., 1991). Studies with
younger children show that age differences in younger children’s subjective
task values vary across activity domains. Eccles, Wigfield, Harold, and
Blumenfeld (1993) found that first and second graders valued reading and
instrumental music more than did fourth graders. There were no age differ-
ences in children’s valuing of math, and the fourth graders valued sports
activities more than did the younger children.

Because most studies in this area have been cross-sectional, researchers
have not really assessed developmental change in these constructs, particu-
larly in work with young children. In Study 1, longitudinal change across the
elementary school years in children’s competence beliefs and subjective task
values for math, reading, instrumental music, and sports activities, four
activities that are common to childhood, was examined. Change in general
self-esteem also was assessed (see Wigfield et al., 1993, for full details).

Another important purpose of this study was to examine how the gender
differences in children’s competence beliefs, subjective task values, and
general self-esteem observed in previous work change during the elementary
school years. Researchers have found that boys hold higher competence
beliefs in math and sports than do girls, whereas girls often have higher
competence beliefs in the English and social domains (Eccles et al., 1989;
Eccles, Wigfield, Harold, & Blumenfeld, 1993; Harter, 1982; Huston, 1983;
Marsh, 1989; Marsh et al., 1991; Wigfield et al., 1991). Thus the observed
differences tend to mirror gender-role stereotypes. The extent of this pattern
varies by age, and seems to become more pronounced as children get older.
However, Eccles, Wigfield, Harold, and Blumenfeld (1993) found gender-
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stereotypic sex differences in children’s self-beliefs in first-grade children,
and Marsh et al. (1991) did so in a study that included kindergarten children.
However, longitudinal change in these sex differences has not been examined.

From previous work, it was predicted that children’s self-esteem should
be relatively stable across the elementary school years. Children’s compe-
tence beliefs and values should decrease over time, particularly their beliefs
and values regarding academic activities. Gender differences in competence
beliefs and values should increase over time. In the math and sports domains,
boys should have increasingly more positive competence beliefs and subjec-
tive task values as compared to girls. Girls should hold increasingly more
positive competence beliefs and values than boys do in reading and instru-
mental music.

Participants and Measures

The participants in this study are from lower-middle-class to middle-class
backgrounds, and over 95% are White. The participants during Year 1
included 865 first- second- and fourth-grade children living near a major
midwestern city. During Year 2, the sample consisted of approximately 1,000
children in second, third, and fifth grades; the sample was larger in Year 2
because the original sample was augmented with children from another
school in one of the districts. During Year 3, the sample consisted of 920
children in Grades 3, 4, and 6. Thus the combined cross-sequential sample
included children from Grade 1 through Grade 6 and includes three overlap-
ping cohorts of children. The longitudinal sample used in the analyses
presented here includes approximately 615 children (the N varies slightly
across measures because of small variations in missing data), representing
71% of the original sample. There are approximately 200 children in each
cohort.

In three consecutive springs children completed questionnaires tapping
their competence beliefs and subjective task values about mathematics,
reading, instrumental music, and sports (see Eccles, Wigfield, Harold, &
Blumenfeld, 1993 for more detailed description). The questions about sub-
jective task values included items assessing the interest, importance, and
usefulness aspects of values defined by Eccles et al. (1983). These items were
modified from earlier questionnaire items developed by Eccles and her
colleagues to assess children’s and adolescents’ beliefs about mathematics
and English. The items have excellent psychometric properties (see Eccles,
1984; Eccles et al., 1983; Eccles, Adler, & Meece, 1984; Eccles & Wigfield,
in press; Parsons, Adler, & Kaczala, 1982). The specific items used can be
found in Eccles, Wigfield, Harold, and Blumenfeld (1993) and Wigfield et al.
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(1993). Based on extensive factor analytic work with these items, scales
assessing children’s competence beliefs, interest, and usefulness/importance
in each of the domains were created (see Eccles, Wigfield, Harold, &
Blumenfeld, 1993; Wigfield et al., 1993).

Children’s general self-esteem was assessed using the Harter (1982)
7-item General Self-Worth scale from her Perceived Competence Scale for
Children. The complete 7-item scale was only given during the last 2 years
of the study, and so the analyses of self-esteem include only two waves of
data.

Each scale (general self-esteem, perceived competence beliefs, perceived
usefulness/importance, and perceived interest) was analyzed in a separate
repeated measures multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA). The
MANOVA on the self-esteem scales included one within-subjects factor, time
of measurement (two levels) and two between-subjects factors, cohort (three
levels) and gender (two levels). Cohort was determined by the child’s initial
grade level. The MANOVAS assessing competence beliefs and subjective
task values had two within-subjects factors, time of measurement (three
levels) and activity domain (four levels), and two between-subjects factors
as previously stated. The major results presented in this article concern
general change in children’s beliefs, to provide overall context for how
children’s beliefs change through the middle school years. Only effects
significant at the .01 level of probability or above are presented, and to
simplify the presentation, the various F statistics are not presented (see
Wigfield et al., 1993 for these statistics).

Results and Implications

Self-esteem. Children’s self-esteem did not differ across cohort or gender
groups and did not change over time. In her cross-sectional study of children’s
general self-esteem and competence beliefs, Harter (1982) also reported no
gender or grade-level differences in children’s general self-esteem across
third through ninth grades. Thus children’s self-esteem appears to be rela-
tively stable and relatively high during the elementary school years; the
average self-esteem score for children was 3.16 (4 is the highest score).

Competence beliefs. Children’s competence beliefs in each activity do-
main decreased over time (see Figure 1 for the means). The largest decreases
in competence beliefs occurred in instrumental music, and, in fact, children
have much lower competence beliefs in instrumental music than in any other
domain. The smallest decreases occurred in math. These results are quite
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Figure 1: Change in Children’s Competence Beliefs During Elementary School

similar to those from earlier cross-sectional research with the exception of
the Harter (1982) study of children’s perceived competence in the academic,
social, and physical skill domains. Harter reported no age-related differences
in third- through ninth-grade children’s competence perceptions in these
domains. The Harter scales are more general than either the scales used in
the present study or those of Marsh (1989), which could be one reason why
she did not obtain age differences. More general scales may obscure differ-
ences in particular subscales, such as math and reading in the academic area.
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It is interesting that the decreases in children’s competence beliefs in the
different domains do not appear to have an impact on children’s overall
self-esteem; there was no decrease in children’s self-esteem scores. This
finding suggests that children’s self-esteem is determined by many different
factors (see Marsh & Shavelson, 1985) with competence beliefs (even in
central activity domains) only one determining factor. Harter (1985, 1990),
renewing the James (1890/1963) hypothesis about the relationship of com-
petence beliefs (successes) and values (pretensions) to self-esteem, has
discussed how discrepancies between one’s competence beliefs for an activ-
ity and the importance attached to that activity can negatively influence
self-esteem, especially when the importance beliefs are higher and compe-
tence beliefs lower. She has shown that when children think an activity is
important but do not believe they are competent at the activity, they tend to
have lower self-esteem.

An important broader implication of these results is that the nature of
children’s understanding of what competence is may differ across activity
domain. Most studies of children’s notions of ability and intelligence (e.g.,
see Nicholls, 1990; Dweck & Elliott, 1983) have examined only children’s
sense of ability and intelligence as general constructs. Given that children’s
competence beliefs in different domains show different patterns of change,
researchers should look at how children view competence or ability in
specific activity areas.

Usefulness and importance. Like children’s competence beliefs, chil-
dren’s ratings of the usefulness and importance of the different activities also
decreased over time in each of the activity domains (see Figure 2 for the
means). Although children’s beliefs about the usefulness and importance of
the activities decreased, their relative ordering of the activities’ usefulness
and importance was very consistent at each time of measurement. Children
rated reading and math as most useful and important, followed by sports, and
they rated instrumental music much less useful and important. The differ-
ences between instrumental music and the other activities became more
pronounced over time. As mentioned earlier, instrumental music is a rela-
tively specialized activity, and so many children likely regard it as not very
useful and important.

Perceived interest. In contrast to their competence beliefs and ratings of
the usefulness and importance of the activities, children’s perceived interest
did not decrease in all domains. Children’s interest in instrumental music and
reading decreased over time, but their interest in math and sports did not (see
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Figure 3 for the means). Another way children’s interest in the activities
differed from their ratings of the activities’ usefulness and importance is in
their rank orderings. At all times of measurement, children’s interest in sports
was much higher than their interest in any of the other activities. It appears
that academic activities do not hold elementary school-aged children’s inter-
est the way that sports does, a finding that is not particularly surprising! In
contrast, children rated the academic subject areas of reading and math as
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most useful and important. These results demonstrate the importance of
assessing specific aspects of children’s subjective task values about different
activities (see also Eccles & Wigfield, in press).

Children’s continuing interest in sports despite the drop in their compe-
tence beliefs and ratings of its usefulness and importance may mean that
during elementary school the fun of sports activities overrides the decline in
their sense of how good they are, at least until the end of elementary school.
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Interest in math also does not decrease across elementary school, although
overall children do not rate math as very interesting in comparison to the other
activities they were asked about, and math interest does decrease in sixth
grade.

In comparing these results for interest to those from the Harter (1981)
study of intrinsic versus extrinsic motivation for school, Harter found that
several of her dimensions of intrinsic motivation, including curiosity (which
is most similar to the interest construct discussed here), preference for
challenge, and independent mastery, showed strong age-related differences
across third through ninth grade with the younger children being more
intrinsically motivated. In this study, children’s interest in some activities
decreased, but their interest in other activities did not; thus although the
Harter scale shows general declines in children’s intrinsic motivation, these
results suggest those declines may occur only in some activity areas but not
others.

Gender differences. Boys and girls did not differ in their general self-
esteem. This result is similar to the results of the Harter (1982) cross-sectional
study of self-esteem in elementary school and is another indication that many
children have reasonably high self-esteem during elementary school. As will
be seen later, by junior high school gender differences in self-esteem favoring
boys appear (Eccles et al., 1989; Wigfield et al., 1991).

Boys’ and girls’ competence beliefs and valuing of the activities differed
in primarily gender stereotypic ways (see Table 1 for the means). Compared
to girls’ beliefs, boys’ competence beliefs were higher for math and sports,
whereas girls’ competence beliefs were higher than the boys’ beliefs for
reading and instrumental music. This pattern of gender differences in elemen-
tary school-aged children’s competence beliefs is very similar to the pattern
found by Eccles, Wigfield, Harold, and Blumenfeld (1993) and Marsh (1989)
in their cross-sectional studies. The gender differences in children’s ratings
of the usefulness and importance of the activities and their interest in the
activities were like those in their competence beliefs with one notable
exception. Boys and girls did not differ in their ratings of the usefulness and
importance of math or interest in math. Overall, these results indicate that
gender-role stereotypic patterns of competence beliefs and subjective task
values emerge quite early and are present across the elementary and junior
high school years.

It is encouraging that males and females value math similarly through
elementary school, given the importance math has in many careers. However,
stereotypical gender differences in the subjective valuing of math appear in
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TABLE 1: Elementary School-Aged Boys’ and Girls’ Competence Beliefs and
Subjective Task Values Averaged Over Time

Girls Boys
N X SD N X SD

Competence beliefs

Mathematics 315 5.23 .76 290 5.64 .82

Reading 315 5.66 .85 290 5.43 .90

Music 315 474 1.02 290 415 1.31

Sports 315 5.04 .94 290 6.04 .93
Usefulness and importance

Mathematics 324 5.53 .68 287 5.53 .87

Reading 324 5.75 7 287 5.57 .87

Music 324 428 127 287 366 147

Sports 324 466 1.15 287 543 112
Interest

Mathematics 310 484 144 276 494 145

Reading 310 5.42 1.29 276 4.57 1.51

Music 310 541 1.32 276 433 162

Sports 310 594 122 276 6.59 .82

some adolescent samples (Eccles et al., 1983; Wigfield, 1984). In addition,
the gender differences in math competence beliefs are discouraging, particu-
larly because they emerge so early during the elementary school years—first
grade (see also Eccles, Wigfield, Harold, & Blumenfeld, 1993). These gender
differences in competence beliefs emerge despite the fact that in this sample
teachers rate girls and boys as equally able in math (see Harold et al., 1989).
Girls seem to doubt their ability in math during elementary school even
though they outperform boys in math during elementary school and junior
high school (Linn & Hyde, 1989). Cultural stereotypes about females and
math continue to have a strong influence on girls’ math competence beliefs.

Although boys reported greater interest in sports than did girls relative to
the other activities both boys and girls reported being most interested in
sports; sports activities have great appeal for children of these ages. In
contrast, girls were much more interested in instrumental music than were
boys and had higher instrumental music competence beliefs. However, males
are much more likely than females to have careers as musicians in rock bands,
jazz groups, and orchestras, despite these early gender differences in instru-
mental music competence beliefs and values favoring girls (see Eccles,
Wigfield, Harold, & Blumenfeld, 1993 for further discussion).
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Girls also had higher competence beliefs in reading than did boys and
valued reading more. Much has been written about the gender differences in
math competence beliefs favoring boys. Perhaps of equal concern is boys’
more negative ability beliefs and values about reading. Reading difficulty
during the early elementary grades is one of the strongest predictors of
eventual school failure (Lloyd, 1978; Madden, Slavin, Karweit, Dolan, &
Wasik, 1993). Boys who do poorly in reading in the early grades, believe they
are not very good at reading, and devalue it as an activity could be more at
risk for later school failure.

Finally, the lack of change in gender differences across cohort or over time
is noteworthy. It was expected that early in elementary school boys and girls
would have similarly positive competence beliefs and valuing for most
activities and that gender differences would emerge as they had more expe-
rience with different activities in elementary school. Instead, the gender
differences were present in the youngest children in this sample (first graders)
and changed little over time. Marsh (1989) also reported few gender-by-age
interactions through elementary and middle grades school in children’s
self-concepts in different domains. These findings are another indication of
the continuing strong role of sex-role stereotypes on observed gender differ-
ences. Even before they have much experience with different activities in the
more formal evaluative setting of school, boys and girls already have different
competence beliefs for and valuing of many of those activities.

To conclude, results of this study showed how children’s general self-
esteem, competence beliefs, and subjective task values actually change across
the elementary school years. These findings illustrate the importance of doing
longitudinal work in this area, and assessing children’s beliefs about the
specific activities that they do. What happens after elementary school to the
kinds of self-beliefs assessed in Study 1? That topic is considered next.

STUDY 2: CHANGE IN CHILDREN’S ACHIEVEMENT-
RELATED BELIEFS AND GENERAL SELF-ESTEEM
ACROSS THE TRANSITION TO MIDDLE GRADES SCHOOL

Research on the developmental characteristics of early adolescents is
providing important new information about the changes and challenges of
that developmental period (see Feldman & Elliott, 1990, for areview of much
of this work). During this time period, early adolescents face many important
changes, including the social and biological changes associated with puberty.
Traditionally these changes were thought to make early adolescence a very
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difficult time period (e.g., Blos, 1979). Many researchers now believe that
the characterization of this time period as one of storm and stress is a great
overstatement (i.e., Brooks-Gunn & Reiter, 1990; Buchanan, Eccles, &
Becker, 1992). This is not to deny the importance of the biological changes
that do occur and their potential impact on psychological processes, how-
ever. Most early adolescents also make an important school transition at this
time, moving from elementary to middle school or junior high school.
Different theorists (e.g., Eccles, Midgley, & Adler, 1984; Hill & Lynch, 1983;
Rosenberg, 1986; Simmons & Blyth, 1987) have proposed that these school
environmental changes can have a significant impact on students’ self-
beliefs.

Eccles, Midgley, and Adler (1984) reviewed evidence showing that many
early adolescents become more negative about school and themselves fol-
lowing the transition to junior high. They become more anxious about school
(Harter, Whitesell, & Kowalski, 1992) and have lower academic intrinsic
motivation (Harter, 1981; Harter et al., 1992). Many studies also show that
early adolescents have lower competence beliefs than do their younger peers
(Eccles et al., 1983; Eccles, Adler, & Meece, 1984; Marsh, 1989), although
this pattern is not always found (Harter, 1982). Some studies suggest that
early adolescents’ beliefs about mathematics become particularly negative
(Brush, 1980; Eccles, Adler, & Meece, 1984). In addition to these changes in
specific self-beliefs, Simmons et al. (1973) have shown that following the
transition to junior high school, early adolescents’ general self-esteem is
lower and less stable and their self-consciousness is higher.

Eccles and her colleagues (Eccles, Midgley, & Adler, 1984; Eccles &
Midgley, 1989; Eccles, Wigfield, Midgley, et al., 1993) and Simmons and her
colleagues (Blyth, Simmons, & Carlton-Ford, 1983; Simmons & Blyth,
1987; Simmons, Blyth, Van Cleave, & Bush, 1979; Simmons et al., 1973)
have postulated that these changes in early adolescents’ attitudes and beliefs
are due in part to changes in the school environment that occur following the
transition to junior high. These changes are discussed in more detail later.
The biological and social changes associated with puberty also may be
responsible for some of these changes in early adolescents’ self-beliefs.

One outcome of the biological and social changes is that gender-role-
appropriate activities may become more important to early adolescents at this
time as they try to conform more to gender- role stereotypes for their behavior
(Eccles, 1987; Hill & Lynch, 1983). Hill and Lynch (1983) labeled this
phenomenon gender-role intensification. The intensification of pressure to
conform to gender role appropriate activities may lead early adolescents to
have less positive beliefs and be less involved in activities that they see as
less appropriate to their own gender.
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Although children’s self-beliefs do seem to become more negative at early
adolescence, there has been some debate about the magnitude of these negative
changes, especially in the case of students’ general self-esteem. Longitudinal
studies of children’s self-esteem during adolescence show that it actually in-
creases across adolescence (Dusek & Flaherty, 1981; O’Malley & Bachman,
1983), even across the transition to junior high school (Nottelmann, 1987).
Although the Simmons et al. (1973) cross-sectional work indicates that
children’s self-esteem decreases at early adolescence, their longitudinal work
(e.g., Blyth et al., 1983; Simmons et al., 1979) shows that for most children,
self-esteem scores increase across adolescence. In their work, the only group
to show consistent evidence of decline in self-esteem is White girls who make
the transition to junior high school.

Study 2 examined change across the junior high school transition in early
adolescents’ general self-esteem as well as changes in their competence
beliefs and subjective valuing for mathematics, English, social activities, and
sports activities. These variables were assessed at two time points (fall,
spring) before students made the transition to junior high and two time points
(fall, spring) after the transition. This design allows for clarification of some
of the conflicting findings in previous work concerning change in self-esteem
and competence beliefs. These conflicting findings could be due to different
designs (cross-sectional vs. longitudinal), different times of measurement, or
different levels of specificity of measurement. By examining change in both
general self-esteem and beliefs about specific activities, Study 2 provides a
more complete picture of the development of early adolescents’ self-beliefs
(see Eccles et al., 1989; Wigfield et al., 1991, for full details).

It was predicted that early adolescents’ self-esteem should decrease im-
mediately following the transition to junior high as students adjust to the
school change and develop new social networks and roles. As this adjustment
proceeds, early adolescents’ self-esteem should rebound so that the decrease
should disappear by the spring of the seventh-grade year. In contrast, early
adolescents’ competence beliefs and valuing of different academic activities
should show only moderate changes immediately following the transition to
junior high school. These beliefs should become more negative across the
seventh-grade year as early adolescents have more experience with the dif-
ferent kinds of teaching practices characteristic of seventh-grade instruction.

Because early adolescents’ social networks are disrupted as they move to
middle grades school (Berndt, 1987), the changes in early adolescents’ social
competence beliefs should be more similar to the predicted changes in
self-esteem. These beliefs should decline immediately after the transition and
increase across seventh grade. In contrast, early adolescents’ liking of social
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activities should increase during seventh grade due to the salience of peer
acceptance in early adolescence (Berndt, 1987). Changes in early adoles-
cents’ competence beliefs and valuing of the sports domain are more difficult
to predict. Early adolescents’ ability beliefs in this area may decrease follow-
ing the junior high transition because of the larger social comparison group
they encounter in junior high. However, because sports activities often take
place out of the school context, this transition may have little effect on
students’ sports competence beliefs.

Study 2 also examined how early adolescent boys’ and girls’ ability
beliefs, subjective values, and self-esteem differed. Boys should have more
positive math and sports competence beliefs than should girls; in contrast,
girls should have more positive English and social competence beliefs than
should boys (Eccles et al., 1983; Eccles, Adler, & Meece, 1984; Eccles et al.,
1989; Harter, 1982; Marsh, 1989). Boys also should have higher general
self-esteem than should girls. In addition, the gender differences should
increase over the four times of measurement as a result of increasing pressure
boys and girls face to conform to gender-role-appropriate activities.

Participants and Measures

Students from 12 school districts located in low- to middle-income
communities participated. Approximately 1,850 students who made the
transition from sixth grade in elementary school to seventh grade in junior
high school from these districts completed questionnaires at all four waves:
twice in the sixth grade and twice in the seventh grade. The students were
White (95%) and from lower-middle-class to middle-class backgrounds. The
students were in 143 classrooms in Year 1 and were followed during Year 2
in 171 junior high school mathematics classrooms.

Students completed questionnaires measuring their beliefs, attitudes, and
values regarding mathematics, English, sports, and social activities, as well
as many other constructs such as self-esteem. In this discussion, the focus is
on early adolescents’ self-esteem, assessed using five items from the Harter
(1982) General Self-Worth Scale; early adolescents’ competence beliefs for
mathematics, English, sports, and social interactions; and their subjective
valuing of the different activities (their interest in the activities and ratings
of the activities’ importance). The items were identical to those used in Study 1.
As in the previous study, repeated measures MANOVAs were used to analyze
the results; again for convenience significant differences at the .01 level are
summarized without presenting the F statistics (see Wigfield et al., 1991, for
the statistics).
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Results and Implications

Self-esteem. Children’s self-esteem decreased significantly across the
transition. The means for the four waves were: Wave 1 X=14.32,5D=3.23;
Wave 2 X = 14.44, SD = 3.18; Wave 3 X = 13.96, SD = 3.09; and Wave 4 X =
14.20, SD = 3.15. As predicted, early adolescents’ self-esteem was lowest
immediately following the transition to junior high and increased during the
seventh-grade year. Early adolescents’ self-esteem was significantly lower
at Wave 3 than at all other waves. Also, Wave 2 self-esteem was significantly
higher than Wave 4 self-esteem, indicating that self-esteem remains lower in
the spring of seventh grade than in the spring of the sixth-grade year.

The decline observed in self-esteem following the junior high transition
probably reflects early adolescents’ reactions to their new school environ-
ments. In sixth grade, the students are the oldest students in their schools and
so are likely to have the most status. They know their school routines well
and the school environment is familiar to them. Thus their self-esteem is quite
high during the spring of their sixth-grade year. In seventh grade, the students
are the youngest children in their school and are adjusting to their new school
environment. This adjustment period may produce the temporary drop in
their self-esteem in the fall of the seventh-grade year. These findings com-
plement and extend those from previous studies. These longitudinal data
confirm the cross-sectional findings (Simmons et al., 1979; Simmons et al.,
1973) that children’s self-esteem is lower immediately after the transition to
junior high. However, as mentioned earlier and found by others (Nottelmann,
1987), the students’ self-esteem increased during the seventh-grade year; thus
the disruption in self-esteem was not long lasting. As students go through
high school, their self-esteem should increase further, as found by O’Malley
and Bachman (1983), and Dusek and Flaherty (1981).

Competence beliefs. As predicted, early adolescents’ mathematics, En-
glish, social, and sports competence beliefs became more negative immedi-
ately following the junior high transition (see Figure 4 for the means). Their
social (and to a lesser extent) sports competence beliefs rebounded over the
seventh-grade year. The marked decline in the adolescents’ social competence
beliefs between Waves 2 and 3 illustrates the impact of the transition to junior
high on these beliefs. This decline probably occurs because the transition
disrupts early adolescents’ social networks (Berndt, 1987), at a time when
social activities are becoming increasingly important (see Hartup, 1983). As
these networks are reestablished over the course of the school year, the
adolescents’ confidence appears to rise. However, their social competence
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Figure 4: Change in Children’s Competence Beliefs During Junior High School

beliefs did not return to the level of the spring of the sixth grade. This finding
suggests that some early adolescents still lack confidence in their social
abilities. Work by Simmons and her colleagues (e.g., Simmons & Blyth,
1987; Simmons et al., 1973) have found that some early adolescents never
regain their pretransition levels of self-confidence.

Similar to cross-sectional results reported by Marsh (1989), early adoles-
cents’ beliefs about their physical competence are lower in seventh than in
sixth grade. Because this decline in sports competence beliefs begins at Wave
2 prior to the transition to junior high, changes in instructional practices in
physical education courses following the transition to junior high are not the
most likely explanation for the observed changes. In the communities repre-
sented in this study, sports teams become more selective during this time
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period. Perhaps early adolescents feel less competent at sports because of
these increases in the competitiveness of sports occurring at this time (see
Duda, Olson, & Templin, 1991).

Early adolescents’ math and English competence beliefs declined between
Waves 2 and 3 and continue to decline throughout the seventh-grade year,
thus showing the predicted transition effects. These results thus confirm the
results of previous cross-sectional studies (e.g., Eccles et al., 1983; Marsh,
1989; Wigfield, 1984) showing a decrease in early adolescents’ competence
beliefs in these areas during the early adolescent period.

Importance. Children’s ratings of the importance of the activities also
changed over time (see Figure 5 for the means). Math importance decreased
over time with the largest change coming between fall and spring of seventh
grade, indicating a strong transition effect. The importance of English in-
creased within each school year and decreased sharply between spring of
sixth grade and fall of seventh grade. Early adolescents’ rating of the impor-
tance of social and sports activities decreased over time. As also can be seen
in Figure 5, early adolescents’ sense of the relative importance of the different
activities was identical at each wave. They rated social activities most
important, followed by math, then English, and finally sports activities.

Interest. Early adolescents liked social activities and sports activities more
than math and English and reported liking English the least (see Figure 6 for
the means). They also reported liking social activities more than sports
activities at each wave. Regarding change in children’s interest in these
activities, early adolescents’ interest in mathematics and sports activities
declined steadily. For the social domain, early adolescents reported liking
social activities slightly more in the spring of each year than in the fall,
particularly in sixth grade, although the differences are small. Their interest
in social activities was highest during spring of the sixth-grade year. Early
adolescents’ liking of English also was more positive in the spring than the
fall of each year. These results also show that they liked English significantly
more at Wave 2 than at any other wave.

Thus, similar to the elementary school years study, junior high school
students report much more interest in nonacademic activities than in aca-
demic activities. Indeed, the differences are more pronounced in this study
than in Study 1. Clearly, keeping early adolescents interested in school
activities is a challenge.

Contrasting the results for importance ratings and perceived interest,
students rated social activities as both most important and most interesting
to them. However, they rated sports activities as least important but second
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Figure 5: Change in Children’s Beliefs About the Importance of Different Activi-
ties During Junior High School

most interesting and math second most important and second least interest-
ing. Early adolescents thus appear to value these activities differentially,
further illustrating the necessity of measuring different aspects of children’s
valuing of various tasks (see Eccles & Wigfield, in press).

Gender differences. Boys reported higher self-esteem than did girls at all
four waves. Similar findings have been reported by other researchers (e.g.,
Blyth et al., 1983; Nottelmann, 1987; Simmons et al., 1979). It is unclear
whether this finding reflects actual gender differences in self-esteem or
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response bias because boys tend to be more positive than girls in their
responses to self-report measures, and girls may be more modest in their
self-reports (Eccles, Adler, & Meece, 1984). These differences contrast with
the findings for elementary school children, where there were no differences
in boys’ and girls’ self-esteem.

Rosenberg (1986) suggested that girls are more affected by the physical
changes occurring at puberty and thus their self-concepts are more volatile
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TABLE2: Early Adolescent Girls’ and Boys’ Competence Beliefs and Subjective
Task Values Averaged Over Time

Girls Boys
N X SO N X SD

Competence beliefs

Mathematics 957 4.99 .95 818 5.21 1.01

English 957 5.16 .89 818 486 1.03

Social 957 5.16 .96 818 5.07 1.02

Sports 957 471 121 818 553 1.16
Interest

Mathematics 1,013 473 148 842 478 150

English 1,013 453 1.4 842 379 148

Social 1,013 6.48 .68 842 6.14 .87

Sports 1,013 565 145 842 6.31 1.24
Importance

Mathematics 994 5.92 .95 857 583 1.02

English 994 541 1.24 857 5.01 1.23

Social 994 6.25 .83 857 5.94 .93

Sports 994 457 153 857 539 1.59

than those of boys during this time period. Although there were gender
differences in self-esteem, they were consistent over time, and so these results
do not support this suggestion. These findings did not replicate the pattern of
gender differences reported by Simmons and Blyth (1987), who found that
the junior high transition had a negative effect only on girls’ self-esteem.
Whether this difference reflects sample differences, measure differences, or
some more substantive differences remains unclear.

Many gender differences in beliefs about the different activities were
observed; Table 2 presents the means. Boys have higher competence beliefs
for sports and math than do girls, and girls have higher competence beliefs
for English. These gender differences in competence beliefs confirm and
extend previous cross-sectional work (e.g., Eccles et al., 1983; Marsh, 1989;
Wigfield, 1984). For importance, boys rated sports as a more important
activity than did girls whereas girls did so for English and social activities.
The gender differences in perceived interest in English, social activities, and
sports activities followed prediction: As predicted, boys report liking sports
more than girls do, whereas girls report liking social interactions and English
more than boys. There were no gender differences in either liking of math or
ratings of its importance.
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As in the elementary school study, boys and girls liked math similarly and
saw it as equally important. However, as discussed earlier, the fact that girls
have less positive views of their ability in math could be problematic. If these
trends continue into high school as previous studies suggest (e.g., Eccles
et al., 1983; Wigfield, 1984), the girls should be less likely than the boys to
take optional advanced-level math courses. This potential problem could be
further exacerbated by the fact that girls report liking social activities so much
more than math; social activities also could interfere with continued partici-
pation in mathematics. In addition, within each gender the ordering of the
boys’ and girls’ perceived interest match the gender-role stereotyping of the
domains; boys like sports more than social activities and math more than
English, whereas girls like social activities more than sports. The one excep-
tion to this pattern is girls and math: Girls and boys report liking math equally
well, and girls like math slightly more than they like English. Does this
finding go against the prediction that early adolescents will like gender-role-
appropriate activities better than gender-role-inappropriate activities? Not if
girls in this sample view math as just as appropriate for females as for males.
Jacobs (1987) found that girls in this sample do stereotype sports as a male
domain, social as a female domain, and math as gender neutral. Earlier work
(Stein & Smithells, 1969) also found that girls at this age do not view math
as a male activity. Finally, as in Study 1, the gender differences in competence
beliefs and subjective values did not increase over the four waves of the study.
However, based on previous studies (Eccles et al., 1983; Stein & Smithells,
1969; Wigfield, 1984), it seems likely that the gender differences will increase
later in adolescence.

EXPLAINING THE CHANGES IN CHILDREN’S
SELF-BELIEFS: ORGANISMIC AND CONTEXTUAL FACTORS

What explains the declines in children’s and early adolescents’ compe-
tence beliefs and valuing of these different activities? Two main explanations
have been given, particularly for the changes in beliefs about the academic
activities (see Eccles & Midgley, 1989; Stipek & Mac Iver, 1989; Wigfield &
Eccles, 1992). One explanation involves organismic factors such as how
children’s processing of evaluative feedback changes over time. Younger
children appear to be overly optimistic in their competence beliefs and older
children more realistic. For instance, Nicholls (1979) reported that 6-year-
olds’ beliefs about their reading ability did not correlate with their actual
reading achievement, whereas by 12 years of age, the correlations between
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children’s competence beliefs and reading performance were .70 (see also
Stipek, 1984). It is likely that older children’s competence beliefs are more
realistic because they have had more experience with evaluative feedback
from different achievement tasks, because they can integrate information
better over time, and because they are better able to use social comparison
information to obtain a more accurate sense of their relative standing (see
Parsons & Ruble, 1977; Ruble, 1983). Moreover, as children get older, many
of them begin to view ability as a rather stable entity that cannot be changed
much (see Dweck & Elliott, 1983; Nicholls, 1984, 1990). However, it does
not appear that all young children are overly optimistic; in Study 1 the
standard deviations are quite similar for younger and older children in the
different cohorts, suggesting that there is a similar dispersion of scores for
these different age groups. This finding suggests that even some young
children have less positive competence beliefs in the different domains. As
mentioned earlier, Heyman et al. (1992) also have found that some very
young children appear to already be developing negative achievement-
related beliefs and behaviors.

Along with these organismic factors, contextual factors like the kinds of
school environments children encounter can be a major influence on chil-
dren’s competence beliefs for and valuing of different academic tasks. Eccles
and Midgley (1989) and Eccles, Wigfield, Midgley, et al. (1993) have dis-
cussed how aspects of traditional middle school classroom and school envi-
ronments can deflate children’s competence beliefs for different academic
tasks. Traditional middle grades schools are typically larger, less personal,
and more formal than elementary schools. Middle grades teachers are often
subject matter specialists, and they usually instruct many more students than
do elementary teachers in self-contained classrooms. Thus they are less likely
to come to know students well, to feel that students are trustworthy, and to
grant them autonomy (see Brophy & Evertson, 1978; Eccles & Midgley, 1989,
for more detailed discussion of these changes). Indeed, middle grades teachers
may feel that it is difficult to affect the achievement of many of their students,
especially because they see them for a relatively small proportion of the
school day (Midgley, Feldlaufer, & Eccles, 1989).

Concerning classroom-level differences between traditional middle
grades schools and elementary schools, traditional middle grades schools’
classrooms are characterized by a greater emphasis on teacher control and
discipline (e.g., Brophy & Evertson, 1978; Moos, 1979), a less personal and
positive teacher/student relationship (Midgley, Feldlaufer, & Eccles, 1988;
Moore, 1983), and fewer opportunities for student decision making, choice,
and self-management (Lee, 1979). The shift to traditional middle grades
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school often involves an increase in practices such as whole class task
organization (Rounds & Osaki, 1982) and public evaluation of the correctness
of work (Harter et al., 1992), each of which may encourage the use of social
comparison and ability self-assessment. Between-classroom ability grouping
practices also increase (Oakes, 1981, 1985). Once students have been as-
signed to classrooms on the basis of their ability, mobility to another ability
level is infrequent (Oakes, 1981, 1985). Also, teachers often believe they have
to be more serious about instruction and performance evaluation (Blyth,
Simmons, & Bush, 1978; Kavrell & Petersen, 1984; Schulenberg, Asp, &
Petersen, 1984). Many of these changes may begin to occur at the end of
elementary school as teachers begin to get children ready for middle grades
school.

These school and classroom environmental changes can have a particu-
larly strong impact on early adolescents’ self-beliefs because of the develop-
mental characteristics associated with this period of life. Early adolescents
have an increasing desire for autonomy, particularly autonomy from adults
such as parents and teachers (Steinberg, 1990). They become increasingly
oriented to their peers and become very concerned about social acceptance
and developing gender relationships (Brown, 1990; Katchadourian, 1990).
Many early adolescents are resolving identity issues (Erikson, 1963), and as
a result of this process, they often become increasingly self-focused and
self-conscious (Simmons & Blyth, 1987). Certain of their abilities increase
as well, in particular their capability to engage in more abstract cognitive
activities (Keating, 1990).

How do these changes relate to the changes in school and classroom
environments just discussed? Simmons and Blyth (1987) argued that adoles-
cents need a safe as well as an intellectually challenging environment to meet
these developmental tasks. Many of the practices in traditional middle grades
schools provide neither of these things. These practices can result in a
deterioration in academic motivation and performance for these early ado-
lescents. More specifically, the environmental changes often associated with
transition to traditional middle grades schools emphasize competition, social
comparison, and ability self-assessment at a time of early adolescents’
heightened self-focus. These changes decrease decision making and choice
at a time when early adolescents desire more autonomy. They disrupt social
networks and decrease the opportunity for close adult-child relationships to
develop at a time when adolescents are especially concerned with peer
relationships and may be in special need of close adult relationships outside
of the home. Furthermore, the fact that most traditional middle grades schools
are larger and less personal and that teachers must interact with so many more
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students make it more likely that some early adolescents’ emerging problems
will go unnoticed.

Researchers have explored the specific impact of some of these class-
room environment factors on students’ achievement-related beliefs con-
cerning mathematics. They have found that junior high math teachers feel
less efficacious than do sixth-grade teachers (Midgley et al., 1989) and that
student/teacher relationships are less positive following the transition
(Feldlaufer, Midgley, & Eccles, 1988; see also Brophy & Evertson, 1978).
Eccles and Midgley (1989) suggested that both of these changes could result
in the observed negative change in students’ achievement beliefs concerning
mathematics. The stricter evaluative practices students encounter in junior
high (see Blyth et al., 1978; Kavrell & Petersen, 1984; Schulenberg et al.,
1984) also could produce the declines in academic competence beliefs that
were found in Study 2.

Like the decreases in children’s competence beliefs, the decreases in
children’s ratings of the usefulness and importance of the different activities
and their interest in those activities across the junior high transition are likely
explained by the changes in children’s processing of evaluative feedback and
changes in the school environment discussed earlier. As children understand
their performance outcomes more clearly and as school environments change
in ways that make school more competitive, evaluative, and controlling,
many children’s beliefs about the usefulness and importance of different
academic activities will decrease, as will their interest (see Wigfield, in press;
Wigfield & Eccles, 1992, for more detailed discussion). This change may be
particularly likely if their competence beliefs decrease as well. For instance,
as children’s competence beliefs in math or reading decrease, they also may
begin to view these activities as less useful and important. By doing so they
can maintain a higher level of self-esteem (see Harter, 1985, 1990).

In sum, both organismic and contextual factors help explain the changes
in children’s competence beliefs and subjective task values observed in these
and other studies. During the early elementary school years, the organismic
factors may be more important as children come to understand better how
they are doing relative to others and receive more and more evaluation of
their performance. Later in elementary school and into middle grades school,
the contextual factors may become more important. Once students can
understand the evaluative feedback in relatively sophisticated ways, the
methods by which that information is presented and the relative emphasis
given to different aspects of performance probably become the most impor-
tant factors determining change in children’s achievement- related beliefs and
values.
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DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

In this article, information on how children’s competence beliefs, subjec-
tive task values, and general self-esteem change across the elementary and
middle school years and differ between boys and girls was presented. Both
organismic and contextual factors that can produce those changes were
discussed. A major concern is the negative shift in many of the beliefs that
were measured. These negative shifts may show the beginnings of the
psychological processes that put some early adolescents at risk for later
school failure. Schools need to provide ways for these early adolescents to
develop more positive beliefs about the legitimate activities they can partici-
pate in at school.

There are several important tasks for future research in this area. One is
to assess the relations of different-aged children’s competence belief and
subjective values to their self-esteem, activity choice, persistence, and per-
formance. In previous work with older adolescents (e.g., Eccles, 1984; Eccles
etal., 1983; Eccles, Adler, & Meece, 1984; Meece, Wigfield, & Eccles, 1990),
adolescents’ competence beliefs and expectancies for success are the strong-
est predictors of subsequent performance in math, stronger predictors in fact
than previous math performance. Adolescents’ valuing of math is the strong-
est predictor of their intentions to take more math and actual decisions about
whether or not to continue enrolling in math class. Similar work should be
done with the early adolescent and elementary school-aged children in
Studies 1 and 2 to see how these relations unfold in different domains (see
Wigfield, in press, for further discussion).

The patterns of change in competence beliefs, subjective task values, and
self-esteem for different groups of children, such as high and low achievers,
should be examined. Wigfield et al. (1991) reported that early adolescents
rated by teachers as being more competent in math had higher self-esteem
than did middle- and low-rated students and also had more positive beliefs
about math. Similar differences in the Study 1 sample should be explored,
along with other individual difference factors. Such analyses will provide a
better understanding of different developmental trajectories in these impor-
tant self-belief constructs.

Finally, many middle grades schools across the country are reorganizing
and restructuring in response to reports like the Carnegie Council on Adoles-
cent Development’s (1989) Turning Points report that recommended a variety
of changes in the structure of middle grades school. As schools change in
ways that may better match early adolescents’ developing characteristics,
perhaps the declines in adolescents’ achievement beliefs and values observed
in Studies 1 and 2 will diminish. We certainly hope so.



134  JOURNAL OF EARLY ADOLESCENCE / May 1994

REFERENCES

Bandura, A. (1986). Social foundations of thought and action: A social cognitive theory.
Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall.

Battle, E. (1965). Motivational determinants of academic task persistence. Journal of Person-
ality and Social Psychology, 2, 209-218.

Battle, E. (1966). Motivational determinants of academic competence. Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 4, 534-642.

Berndt, T. J. (1987, April). Changes in friendship and school adjustment after the transition to
Junior high school. Paper presented at the biennial meeting of the Society for Research in
Child Development, Baltimore.

Blos, P. (1979). The adolescent passage. New York: International Universities Press.

Blyth, D. A., Simmons, R. G., & Bush, D. (1978). The transition into early adolescence: A
longitudinal comparison of youth in two educational contexts. Sociology of Education, 51,
149-162.

Blyth, D. A., Simmons, R. G., & Carlton-Ford, S. (1983). The adjustment of early adolescents
to school transitions. Journal of Early Adolescence, 3, 105-120.

Brooks-Gunn, J., & Reiter, E. O. (1990). The role of pubertal processes. In S. S. Feldman & G.
R. Elliott (Eds.), At the threshold: The developing adolescent (pp. 16-53). Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press.

Brophy, J. E., & Evertson, C. M. (1978). Context variables in teaching. Educational Psycholo-
gist, 12, 310-316.

Brown, B. B. (1990). Peer groups and peer cultures. In S. S. Feldman & G. R. Elliott (Eds.), At
the threshold: The developing adolescent (pp. 171-196). Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univer-
sity Press.

Brush, L. (1980). Encouraging girls in math. Cambridge, MA: Abt.

Buchanan, C. M., Eccles, J. S., & Becker, J. B. (1992). Are adolescents the victims of raging
hormones: Evidence for activational effects of hormones on moods and behaviors at
adolescence. Psychological Bulletin, 111, 62-107.

Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development. (1989). Turning points: Preparing American
youth for the 21st century. New York: Carnegie Corporation.

Covington, M. V. (1984). The motive for self-worth. In R. Ames & C. Ames (Eds.), Research
on motivation in education (Vol. 1, pp. 77-113). New York: Academic Press.

Deci, E. L., & Ryan, R. M. (198S). Intrinsic motivation and self-determination in human
behavior. New York: Plenum.

Duda, J., Olson, L. K., & Templin, T. J. (1991). The relationship of task and ego orientation to
sportsmanship attitudes and the perceived legitimacy of injurious acts. Research Quarterly

for Exercise and Sport, 62, 79-87.

Dusek, J. B., & Flaherty, J. F. (1981). The development of the self-concept during the adolescent
years. Monographs of the Society for Research in Child Development, 46(4, Serial No. 191).

Dweck, C. S., & Elliott, E. S. (1983). Achievement motivation. In P. H. Mussen (Ed.), Handbook
of child psychology (Vol. 4, pp. 643-691). New York: Wiley.

Eccles, J. S. (1984). Sex differences in achievement patterns. In T. Sonderegger (Ed.), Nebraska
Symposium on Motivation (Vol. 32, pp. 97-132). Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press.
Eccles, J. S. (1987). Gender roles and women’s achievement-related decisions. Psychology of

Women Quarterly, 11, 135-172.



Wigfield, Eccles / CHILDREN'S COMPETENCE BELIEFS 135

Eccles, J. S., Adler, T. F,, Futterman, R., Goff, S. B., Kaczala, C. M., Meece, J., & Midgley, C.
(1983). Expectancies, values and academic behaviors. In J. T. Spence (Ed.), Achievement
and achievement motives (pp. 75-146). San Francisco: W. H. Freeman.

Eccles, J. S., Adler, T., & Meece, J. L. (1984). Sex differences in achievement: A test of alternate
theories. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 46, 26-43.

Eccles, J. S., & Midgley, C. (1989). Stage/environment fit: Developmentally appropriate class-
rooms for early adolescents. In R. Ames & C. Ames (Eds.), Research on motivation in
education (Vol. 3, pp. 139-181). New York: Academic Press.

Eccles, J. S., Midgley, C., & Adler, T. (1984). Grade-related changes in the school environment:
Effects on achievement motivation. In J. G. Nicholls (Ed.), The development of achievement
motivation (pp. 283-331). Greenwich, CT: JAL

Eccles, J. S., & Wigfield, A. (in press). In the mind of the actor: The structure of adolescents’
achievement-related self- and task-perceptions. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin.

Eccles, J. S., Wigfield, A., Flanagan, C., Miller, C., Reuman, D., & Yee, D. (1989). Self-concepts,
domain values, and self-esteem: Relations and changes at early adolescence. Journal of
Personality, 57, 283-310.

Eccles, J. S., Wigfield, A., Harold, R., & Blumenfeld, P. (1993). Age and gender differences in
children’s achievement self-perceptions during the elementary school years. Child Develop-
ment, 64, 830-847.

Eccles, J. S., Wigfield, A, Midgley, C., Reuman, D., Mac Iver, D., & Feldlaufer, H. (1993).
Negative effects of traditional middle schools on students’ motivation. Elementary School
Journal, 93, 553-574.

Erikson, E. H. (1963). Childhood and society. New York: Norton.

Feather, N. T. (1982). Human values and the prediction of action: An expectancy-value analysis.
In N. T. Feather (Ed.), Expectations and actions: Expectancy-value models in psychology
(pp. 263-289). Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Feather, N. T. (1988). Values, valences, and course enrollment: Testing the role of personal values
within an expectancy-value framework. Journal of Educational Psychology, 80, 381-391.

Feldlaufer, H., Midgley, C., & Eccles, J. S. (1988). Student, teacher, and observer perceptions
of the classroom environment before and after the transition to junior high school. Journal
of Early Adolescence, 8, 133-156.

Feldman, S. S., & Elliott, G. R. (Eds.). (1990). At the threshold: The developing adolescent.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Harold, R., Eccles, J., Jacobs, J., Wigfield, A., Blumenfeld, P, & Aberbach, A. (1989). In the
eye of the beholder: Teachers as perceivers. Paper presented at the meeting of the American
Educational Research Association, San Francisco.

Harter, S. (1981). A new self-report scale of intrinsic versus extrinsic orientation in the
classroom: Motivational and informational components. Developmental Psychology, 17,
300-312.

Harter, S. (1982). The perceived competence scale for children. Child Development, 53, 87-97.

Harter, S. (1983). Developmental perspectives on the self-system. In P. H. Mussen (Ed.),
Handbook of child psychology (Vol. 4, pp. 275-386). New York: Wiley.

Harter, S. (1985). Competence as a dimension of self-evaluation: Toward a comprehensive
model of self-worth. In R. Leahy (Ed.), The development of the self (pp. 55-121). New York:
Academic Press.

Harter, S. (1990). Causes, correlates and the functional role of self-worth: A life-span perspec-
tive. In R. J. Sternberg & J. Kolligian (Eds.), Competence considered (pp. 67-97). New
Haven, CT: Yale University Press.



136  JOURNAL OF EARLY ADOLESCENCE / May 1994

Harter, S., Whitesell, N., & Kowalski, P. (1992). Individual differences in the effects of
educational transitions on young adolescents’ perceptions of competence and motivational
orientation. American Educational Research Journal, 29, 777-807.

Hartup, W. W. (1983). Peer relations. In P. H. Mussen (Ed.), Handbook of child psychology (Vol.
4, pp. 103-196). New York: Wiley.

Heyman, G.D., Dweck, C. S., & Cain, K. M. (1992). Young children’s vulnerability to self-blame
and helplessness: Relationships to beliefs about goodness. Child Development, 63, 401-415.

Hill, J. P, & Lynch, M. E. (1983). The intensification of gender-related role expectations during
early adolescence. InJ. Brooks-Gunn & A. C. Petersen (Eds.), Girls at puberty (pp. 201-228).
New York: Plenum.

Huston, A. (1983). Sex typing. In P. H. Mussen (Ed.), Handbook of child psychology (Vol. 4,
Pp- 387-467). New York: Wiley.

Jacobs, J. (1987). Parents’ stereotypes and perceptions of their children’s abilities: Influences
on the child. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of Michigan, Ann Arbor.

James, W. (1963). The principles of psychology. New York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston. (Original
work published 1890)

Katchadourian, H. (1990). Sexuality. In S. S. Feldman & G. R. Elliott (Eds.), At the threshold:
The developing adolescent (pp. 330-351). Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Kavrell, S. M., & Petersen, A. C. (1984). Patterns of achievement in early adolescence. In M.
L. Maehr (Ed.), Advances in motivation and achievement (Vol. 4, pp. 1-35). Greenwich, CT:
JAL

Keating, D. P. (1990). Adolescent thinking. In S. S. Feldman & G. R. Elliott (Eds.), At the
threshold: The developing adolescent (pp. 54-89). Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press.

Lee, P. (1979). A developmental study of children’s prerogatives and constraints in several do-
mains of school experience. Report to the National Institute of Education, Washington, DC.

Linn, M. C,, & Hyde, J. S. (1989). Gender, math, and science. Educational Researcher, 18,
17-27.

Lloyd, D. N. (1978). Predictors of school failure from third grade data. Educational and
Psychological Measurement, 38, 1193-1200.

Madden, H. A, Slavin, R. E.,, Karweit, N. L., Dolan, L. J., & Wasik, B. A. (1993). Success for
all: Longitudinal effects of a restructuring program for inner city elementary schools.
American Educational Research Journal, 30, 123-148.

Marsh, H. W. (1989). Age and sex effects in multiple dimensions of self-concept: Preadolescence
to early adulthood. Journal of Educational Psychology, 81, 417-430.

Marsh, H. W,, Craven, R. G., & Debus, R. (1991). Self-concepts of young children 5 to 8 years
of age: Measurement and multidimensional structure. Journal of Educational Psychology,
83,377-392.

Marsh, H. W., & Shavelson, R. (1985). Self-concept: Its multifaceted hierarchical structure.
Educational Psychologist, 20, 107-123.

Meece, J. L., Wigfield, A., & Eccles, J. S. (1990). Predictors of math anxiety and its consequences
for young adolescents’ course enrollment intentions and performances in mathematics.
Journal of Educational Psychology, 82, 60-70.

Midgley, C. M., Feldlaufer, H., & Eccles, J. S. (1988). The transition to junior high school: Beliefs
of pre- and post-transition teachers. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 17, 543-562.

Midgley, C. M., Feldlaufer, H., & Eccles, J. S. (1989). Change in teacher efficacy and student
self- and task-related beliefs during the transition to junior high school. Journal of Educa-
tional Psychology, 81, 247-258.



Wigfield, Eccles / CHILDREN’S COMPETENCE BELIEFS 137

Moore, D. W. (1983, April). Impact of school grade-organization patterns on seventh and eighth
grade students in K-8 and junior high school. Paper presented at the annual meeting of the
New England Research Association, Rockport, ME.

Moos, R. H. (1979). Evaluating educational environments. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

Nicholls, J. G. (1979). Development of perception of own attainment and causal attributions for
success and failure in reading. Journal of Educational Psychology, 71, 94-99.

Nicholls, J. G. (1984). Achievement motivation: Conceptions of ability, subjective experience,
task choice, and performance. Psychological Review, 91, 328-346.

Nicholls, J. G. (1990). Whatis ability and why are we mindful of it? A developmental perspective.
In R. J. Sternberg & J. Kolligian (Eds.), Competence considered. New Haven, CT: Yale
University Press.

Nottelmann, E. D. (1987). Competence and self-esteem during the transition from childhood to
adolescence. Developmental Psychology, 23, 441-450.

Oakes, J. (1981). Tracking policies and practices: School by school summaries. (A study of
schooling: Technical Report No. 25. Los Angeles: University of California Graduate School
of Education.

Oakes, J. (1985). Keeping track: How schools structure inequality. New Haven, CT: Yale
University Press.

O’Malley, P. M., & Bachman, J. G. (1983). Self-esteem changes and stability between ages 13
and 23. Developmental Psychology, 19, 257-268.

Parsons, J. E., Adler, T., & Kaczala, C. (1982). Socialization of achievement attitudes and beliefs:
Parental influences. Child Development, 53, 310-321.

Parsons, J. E., & Ruble, D. N. (1977). The development of achievement-related expectancies.
Child Development, 48, 1075-1079.

Pintrich, P. R., & De Groot, E. V. (1990). Motivational and self-regulated learning components
of classroom academic performance. Journal of Educational Psychology, 82, 33-40.

Rosenberg, M. (1979). Conceiving the self. New York: Basic Books.

Rosenberg, M. (1986). Self-concept from middle childhood through adolescence. In J. Suls &
A. Greenwald (Eds.), Psychological perspectives on the self (Vol. 3, pp. 107-136). Hillsdale,
NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Rounds, T. S., & Osaki, S. Y. (1982). The social organization of classrooms: An analysis of sixth
and seventh grade activity structures. (Report EPSSP-82-5). San Francisco, CA: Far West
Laboratory.

Ruble, D. (1983). The development of social comparison processes and their role in achievement-
related self-socialization. In E. T. Higgins, D. N. Ruble, & W. W. Hartup (Eds.), Social
cognition and social development: A sociocultural perspective (pp. 134-157). New York:
Cambridge University Press.

Schulenberg, J. E., Asp, C. E., & Petersen, A. C. (1984). School from the young adolescent’s
perspective: A descriptive report. Journal of Early Adolescence, 4, 107-130.

Schunk, D. H. (1991). Self-efficacy and academic motivation. Educational Psychologist, 26,
207-232.

Simmons, R. G., & Blyth, D. A. (1987). Moving into adolescence: The impact of pubertal change
and school context. Hawthome, NY: Aldine.

Simmons, R. G., Blyth, D. A., Van Cleave, E. F, & Bush, D. (1979). Entry into early adolescence:
The impact of school structure, puberty, and early dating on self-esteem. American Socio-
logical Review, 44, 948-967.

Simmons, R. G., Rosenberg, F., & Rosenberg, M. (1973). Disturbance in the self-image at
adolescence. American Sociological Review, 38, 553-568.



138 JOURNAL OF EARLY ADOLESCENCE / May 1994

Stein, S., & Smithells, T. (1969). Age and sex differences in children’s sex-role standards about
achievement. Developmental Psychology, 1, 252-259.

Steinberg, L. (1990). Interdependence in the family: Autonomy, conflict, and harmony in the
family relationship. In S. S. Feldman & G. R. Elliott (Eds.), At the threshold: The developing
adolescent (pp. 255-276). Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Stipek, D. J. (1984). Young children’s performance expectations: Logical analysis or wishful
thinking? In J. G. Nicholls (Ed.), Advances in motivation and achievement: Vol. 3. The
development of achievement motivation. Greenwich, CT: JAL

Stipek, D. J., & Mac Iver, D. (1989). Developmental change in children’s assessment of
intellectual competence. Child Development, 60, 521-538.

Wigfield, A. (1984, April). Relationships between ability perceptions, other achievement-related
beliefs, and school performance. Paper presented at the meeting of the American Educational
Research Association, New Orleans.

Wigfield, A. (in press). Expectancy-value theory of achievement motivation: A developmental
perspective. Educational Psychology Review.

Wigfield, A., & Eccles, J. S. (1992). The development of achievement task values: A theoretical
analysis. Developmental Review, 12, 265-310.

Wigfield, A., Eccles, J. S., Harold, R. D., Blumenfeld, P., Arbreton, A., Freedman-Doan, K., &
Yoon, K. S. (1993). Longitudinal change in children’s competence beliefs, subjective task
values, and general self-esteem across the elementary school years. Manuscript submitted
for publication.

Wigfield, A., Eccles, J., Mac Iver, D., Reuman, D., & Midgley, C. (1991). Transitions at early
adolescence: Changes in children’s domain-specific self-perceptions and general self-esteem
across the transition to junior high school. Developmental Psychology, 27, 552-565.

Wigfield, A., & Karpathian, M. (1991). Who am I and what can I do? Children’s self-concepts
and motivation in achievement situations. Educational Psychologist, 26, 233-262...

Wylie, R. C. (1979). The self-concept (Vol. 2). Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press.

Requests for reprints should be addressed to Allan Wigfield, Department of Human Development, 3242
Benjamin, University of Maryland, College Park, MD 20742.



