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ABSTRACT

The objective of this study was to determine the effects of sex, 
socio-economic status, and race upon self-concept development in rural 
first-grade children. The subjects of the study were selected from 184 
children in the public schools of Walker County, Georgia.

Subjects were divided by sex, socio-economic status, and racial 
groups for the purpose of the three main analyses. The Self-Esteem 

Inventory designed by Coopersmith was used to measure self-concept. Sig
nificant differences between means of specific groups in total self- 
concept and in the dimensions of self-concept measured by the instrument 
were determined by use of the t-test. Sex and socio-economic status 

analyses were repeated with data from a subsequent testing conducted a 
year later.

Of the three null hypotheses tested, none was completely accepted 

on the basis of the first year of testing. There were significant differ
ences in total self-concept and/or its dimensions according to sex, 

socio-economic status, and race of subjects. Males had significantly 

lower total self-concepts, home-parents self-concepts, and school-academic 
self-concepts than females. Very low SES subjects had significantly 

lower self-concepts than higher SES subjects on the general self dimen^ 

sion; White males had significantly higher total self-concepts than 
black males. No differences were significant for the second testing.

vii



CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

A growing interest in the creation of an effective network of 

child care and child development services has recently become manifest 
in the United States (Parker and Knitzer, 1973). In addition, early 
childhood education has become widely accepted as a means of promoting a 
child's healthy development and of serving the nation's interests. The 
chiId-development legislation recently proposed by Senators Mondale and 
Brademas reflects an awareness that child and family services are one of 
the highest priorities of our nation. Within the goals of early child

hood education, the goal of promoting healthy self-concepts in all 

children assumes a very significant place (Butler, 1975).

As various theorists (Sullivan, 1953; Mead, 1934; Cooley, 1902) 

have speculated, concerning the development of the self, it has become 
recognized that a true understanding of human behavior depends upon an 

understanding of the self-concept; i.e., each individual's unique way of 
perceiving, interpreting, and organizing his experiences. Lecky (1945) 

has indicated that the goal for which the individual strives is self- 

consistency, the maintenance of a unified organization. Human beings 
will seek experiences which confirm a personal, unified attitude toward 

self and reject experiences which would disturb that attitude. Thus, as 

Kinch (1963) has pointed out, the individual's conception of himself 

guides or influences his behavior.

1



For the fifty-five'million children under age fourteen in the 

United States (U. S. Department of Commerce, 1973, p. 2 6 5 ) the self- 
concept is an important aspect of development. Lecky (1945) recognized 

the influence of self-concept on learning when he stated that what a 
person is able or unable to learn largely depends, in addition to what he 

has already learned, upon how he has learned to define himself. A study 
by Wattenberg and Clifford (1964) showed that a low self-concept which 

is associated with later poor reading achievement appears to be estab
lished for some children before they enter first grade.

Self-concept is important not only for each child’s effectiveness 

as a learner, but also for his mental health (Dinkmeyer, 1965). The 
child who is developing an adequate personality has predominantly posi

tive perceptions of self that help him to’ function freely and creatively 

and can assess his actions honestly and take a problem-solving approach. 

To the contrary, the child with a negative self-concept considers himself 
inferior, unacceptable, and/or incompetent. He perceives life as 
generally threatening and this view of life inhibits his potential for 
successful relations with others.

The child's earliest experiences influence the development of 

his view of himself. Of these experiences most important are those with 

other people. The child comes to evaluate himself according to the 

evaluations of the "significant others" in his life, a position held by 
Sullivan (1953). If a child is accepted and respected, he will learn an 

attitude of self-acceptance and self-respect that will structure new 

experiences to conform to this established pattern. Jersild (1968, pp. 
21-22) considers one of the most baffling principles of developmental



psychology to be that " . . .  a child's perception of what others think 
about him, how they feel about him, what they do or intend to do with 
him is, for him, a reality."

The self-concept emerges from social interaction and all human 
beings are b o m  into a culture which is an inextricable part of our 
experience (Combs and Snygg, 1959). As he develops, the child is defined 

in terms of his socio-economic status, religious beliefs, physical char
acteristics, abilities, talents, character traits, social relationships, 

and attitudes (Dinkmeyer, 1965). Thus, the child's behavior must be 

studied with consideration of the social context of his environment and 

development of the self-concept which guides behavior must also be 
examined within a socio-cultural setting (Healey, 1974).

An investigation of the literature with regard to the influence 

of socio-cultural factors upon self-concept reveals considerable con
fusion (Healey, 1974; Zirkel and Moses, 1971; Wylie, 1961). Research on 
the effects of socio-economic status upon self-concept has generated 

contradictory findings (Healey, 1974; Trowbridge, 1972), as has investi
gation of the effects of race (Healey, 1974; Banks and Grambs, 1972). '

Few studies have dealt with the influence of the sex variable upon self- 

concept, particularly as a major independent variable.

As Davids (1973) has indicated, the literature on self-concept 

reveals relatively few published studies with very young children. Nor 

has there been much investigation of self-concept in rural samples. The 

pressing need for longitudinal studies in self-concept investigations has 

also been recognized for some time (Davids, 1973; Baughman, 1971; Gordon 
and Combs, 1958).



Purpose
The present study was designed to investigate the effects of 

sex, socio-economic status, and race upon self-concept development in 
rural first-grade children and has taken its rationale from the contra

dictions and scarcity of existing research examining-these variables 
among such subjects. In addition to differences in over-all self- 

concept, differences in various dimensions of self-concept; e.g., home- 
parents, school-academic, were examined.

Hypotheses

The following hypotheses will be investigated:

1. There are no significant differences in self-concept between male 

and female children.
2. There are no significant differences in self-concept between 

children of very low socio-economic status and children of higher 

socio-economic status.
3. There are no significant differences in self-concept between 

white and black children. . •



CHAPTER II

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Educators have become increasingly aware of the role of the self- 
concept as a determinant of human behavior. Coopersmith (1967) recog

nized the need for empirical validation of the widely held belief that 

self-esteem is a significant factor in personal satisfaction and effec

tive behavior. An important consideration of his research was that 
self-esteem may vary according to different areas of experience, and 
according to age, sex, and other role-defining conditions (Coopersmith, 
1967, p. 6). Such interest in correlates of self-esteem, as expressed 
in the attitudes one holds toward oneself, as well as interest in the 

developmental nature of self-concept, has prompted recent studies 

investigating the relationship of such factors to the self-concept of 
adolescents and pre-adolescent children.

In dealing with self-concept research, this review of literature 
has been divided into the following categories: (1) general studies of

self-concept in children, (2) self-concept and its relationship to social 

factors, (3) the relationship of sex to self-concept, (4) the relation

ship of socio-economic status to self-concept, and (5) the relationship 
of race to self-concept.
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General Studies of Self-Concept in Children
Coopersmith (1967) used data on verbal expressions of attitude 

and overt behavioral manifestations to determine the antecedents of self

esteem for a sample of middle-class, pre-adolescent boys. In an earlier 
study (1959) he had found no significant differences between pre

adolescent girls and boys with regard to subjective self-esteem. Like 

Rosenberg (1965), Coopersmith found a weak non-significant relationship 
between social class and self-esteem; however, Coopersmith's method of 

subject selection eliminated social class extremes. Investigation of 
parental child-rearing practices produced a pattern of,acceptance, 

defined and enforced limits, and respect for children as being associated 
with high self-esteem. Coopersmith's results thus favor a focus on the 
immediate environment, rather than the broader social context in the 
study of self-esteem; however, the nature of his sample limits general- 
izability of results.

In an investigation of developmental changes in the self-concept 
of first through sixth graders. Long, Henderson, and Ziller (1967) used a 

non-verbal measure. They found self-esteem to be highest for first 

graders and lowest for second graders, with less significant rises and 
declines thereafter. Results were interpreted as reflecting Piaget's 

observations concerning the decline of egocentricity at approximately 

age seven.

Among a large sample of high school juniors and seniors,

Rosenberg (1965) assessed factors relating to self-esteem by means of a 

questionnaire. Neither social class nor ethnicity were related to



self-esteem of his subjects, who were largely middle class. Negroes in 
this study were only slightly lower in self-esteem than other ethnic 
groups; however, they constituted a small part of the sample as compared 
to other ethnic groups. Extreme parental indifference, as perceived by 
subjects, was found to be associated with lower self-esteem. Rosenberg's 

data-gathering technique necessitates verification of results of his 

study.

Combs and Snygg (1959) considered the self to be an extremely 

stable organization, although capable of change. Engel's research (1959) 
partially supports this contention. . Significant correlations between 
self-concept measures taken at a two-year interval for middle-class 

adolescents showed that self-concept has a relatively high degree of 
stability in adolescence.

Self-Concept and Its Relationship 
to Social Factors

Assessing the results of a reinforcement program on the self- 

concept of elementary school children, Parker (1974) found the program's 

positive effect to support the Avila and Purkey social-learning approach 

to self-concept. This position stresses the role of environmental 

factors in self-concept development (Parker, 1974, p. 77): . an
individual's perception of himself is a product of a set of learning 

experiences that include a combination of rewards -d punishments and 

therefore is susceptible to modification according to the principles of 

social learning theory."



In an investigation of specific social factors -- ethnicity, sex, 
and race —  as related to self-concept, Healey (1974) found none of these 
variables to be singularly responsible for the development of an individ

ual’s global self-concept. These variables did influence self-concept 

with regard to specific dimensions. Of Healey’s sample of adolescents, 

boys had a significantly higher self-concept than girls with regard to 
their physical self. Subjects from lower classes had significantly lower 
social self-concepts than did subjects from higher classes who felt more 
adequate in social interaction. In terms of the moral-ethical dimension, 
Spanish-Americans rated themselves highest in moral worth, with Anglo 

and Negro subjects following in respective order. Healey has suggested 

research with different age levels and in different settings to verify 
his results.

Among a sample of junior high students, Wylie (1963) investigated 

the relationship between sex, race (Negro and white), occupation level of 

subjects’ fathers and the "ability to do schoolwork," a specific aspect 

of self-concept. She found more modest self-estimates of ability in 

girls than in boys, in Negroes than in whites, and in students with 

fathers in lower level occupations than those with fathers in higher 

level occupations. Wylie cautions that the modesty of Negroes' self- 
estimates may have been a function of the relatively low socio-economic 

status of this group.

Relationship of Sex to Self-Concept

As Wylie (1961) stated, many investigations of self-concept have 
not been primarily set up to explore sex differences.



Within a population of fourth, sixth, eighth, and tenth graders, 
Bohan (1973) found tenth grade girls to have significantly'lower self- 

concepts than tenth grade boys and a lower self-concept than girls of 
any other grade level.

Carpenter and Busse (1969) investigated sex differences in a 
sample of Negro and white first and fifth graders. They found no signif 
leant over-all sex differences, but Negro girls had significantly lower 
self-concepts than Negro boys.

Berger (1968) studied self-esteem among college undergraduates 

and concluded that sources of self-evaluation for males and females 
differ somewhat. Females tend to rely more on social certainty than 
males, feeling less negative about themselves the more certain they are 
that others like them.

In a study comparing disadvantaged Negro school beginners with 

white middle-class children. Long and Henderson (1968) found no signif

icant differences in self-esteem of girls and boys. Disadvantaged boys 

identified less with mother, father, and teacher than did disadvantaged 
girls.

For fourth and sixth grade children, Bledsoe (1964) found girls 

to have significantly higher self-concepts than boys. Achievement and 
intelligence measures were correlated positively and significantly with 

self-concept for boys only. Bledsoe concluded that boys appear to 
perceive traits and abilities measured by tests as more important to 
their self-esteem than do girls, which somewhat corresponds to Berger*s



10

findings of sex differences in sources of self-evaluation at the adult 
level.

The findings of Piers and Harris (1964) stand in conflict with 

those of Bohan (1973). Among third, sixth, and tenth grade subjects, 

sex was not a significant variable with regard to self-concept. Age was 

found to be significant with third graders and tenth graders having a 

significantly higher self-concept than sixth graders.
In his initial study of self-esteem among fifth and sixth graders, 

Coopersmith (1959) found that teachers tended to rate girls as signifi

cant ly higher in self-esteem than boys; however, there was no significant 

difference between girls’ and boys’ subjective self-esteem as measured 
by self-report.

Relationship of Socio-Economic Status 
to Self-Concept

. Self-concept has been held to be determined by the nature of 

human interactions as influenced by the status of the individual in the 

familial and social system (Clark, 1971; Fantini and Weinstein, 1968; 

Snyder, 1965). Clark (1971, p. 1048) stated: "In the most formative and

susceptible stage of a child's life, that period within which there is 

the beginning of the ability to cope with ideas, the idea of the self and 

the worth and status of the self are inextricable."
Lower-class children have been considered to have greatly reduced 

motivation for achievement (Kagan, 1968; Fantini and Weinstein, 1968). 

Parents of lower-class status may have aspirations for their children
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with regard to school, but the parents themselves do not model behavior 
that appears to value intellectual mastery.

For samples of elementary school children, Trowbridge (1972,

1970) found lower-class children to have significantly higher self- 
concepts than middle-class children. In one study (Trowbridge, 1972), 
self-concept was found to decrease with age, and socio-economic status 

of subjects, as determined by the school attended, was the most signifi
cant factor relating to self-concept. Lower-class children had 

significantly higher self-concepts than middle-class children, and 
although blacks also had significantly higher self-concepts than whites 

and rural children had significantly higher self-concepts than urban 
children, there were no interaction effects for socio-economic status and 
these factors. In addition to over-all self-concept differences, 

Trowbridge investigated socio-economic differences in the dimensions of 

self-concept. She found lower-class subjects to score higher on general 

self, social self-peers, and, most strikingly, on school-academic dimen

sions. Middle-class subjects scored significantly higher only on the 
home-parents dimension of self-concept. The finding of higher social- 

self scores for lower-class subjects is in conflict with Healey*s 

findings (1974) of significantly lower social-self scores for lower-class 

subjects; however, these two studies employed different self-concept 
measures and subjects of differing age levels.

Samuels (1973) compared the self-concepts of a sample of kinder

garten children within classes (lower or middle) according to race 
(black vs. white) and within races according to class. She found no
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significant differences between white and black lower-class subjects, nor 
between white and black middle-class subjects. Within each racial group, 

however, middle^class subjects had a significantly higher self-concept 

than lower-class, subjects. This study suggests that class may be a more 
potent determinant of self-concept than race.

In a recent study by Soares and Soares (1970) with advantaged and 
disadvantaged elementary and high school students, disadvantaged subjects 
at both levels had significantly higher self-concepts than advantaged 
children and both advantaged and disadvantaged elementary school children 
had significantly higher self-concepts than the corresponding high 
school students. Another study (Soares and Soares, 1969b), assessing the 

effects of sex and school level (elementary vs. high school) upon self- 

concept of disadvantaged children, had found that disadvantaged elemen

tary school children, both boys and girls, had significantly higher 

self-concepts than disadvantaged high school students. In their initial 
study with fourth through sixth graders in urban schools, Soares and

Soares (1969a) also had found disadvantaged children to have higher self- 

concepts than advantaged children.

Long and Henderson (1968) confirmed their hypothesis that Negro 

children entering first grade from disadvantaged backgrounds would have 
lower self-esteem than children from advantaged (white middle-class) 
backgrounds. They interpreted the results to suggest that the.low social 

status of the child's family penetrates the self-image of the six-year- 
old child. In another study. Long and Henderson (1967) compared self- 

concepts of Negro children with white children and lower-class children's
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self-concepts with those of middle-class children in an attempt to differ

entiate effects of race and class. With regard to self-esteem, socio- 
economic level itself was not a significant variable; however, Negroes 
were found' to have significantly lower self-esteem than whites and the 
Negroes of the study represented a more disadvantaged group than the 

white comparison group. Lower-class children were found to identify 
significantly more often with mother and teacher, and white middle-class 

children identified least often with teachers.
Sochet (1964) found that among the three to twelve-year-old 

children of her study there was awareness of social class differences by 
age five. Increasing preference of lower-class children for the middle- 
class up to age eight was interpreted as demonstrating " . . .  early 
learning of the fact that the desirable person to be in this world was 

not a member of the lower class" (Sochet, 1964, p. 345).

Earlier research showed lower-class children generally compare 

themselves unfavorably with more advantaged peers (Keller, 1963) and 

lower-class boys perceive themselves less favorably in the school envi^ 

ronment than middle-class boys (Laird, 1956).

Relationship of Race to Self-Concept 
In discussing the mosaic of theory and information on the self of 

the black American, Wyne (1974, p. 4) viewed "the" black self-concept as 
a unique result of biological, psychological, and sociological conditions: 

". . . skin color and other clearly distinguishable physical traits 

separate blacks from other groups in society. These unique



characteristics have been taken as physical stigmata which tend to 
reinforce negative attitudes toward the black American."

Concerning the young black of today, Poussaint and Atkinson 

(.1972), pp. 56-57) have stated: "His self-concept naturally becomes a
negatively esteemed one, nurtured through contact with such institution
alized symbols of cast inferiority as segregated schools, neighborhoods, 

and jobs, and more direct negative indicators such as the reactions of 
his own family who have been socialized to believe that they are sub

standard human beings."
Jersild (1971, p. 166) noted that a child who becomes subject to 

discrimination because of his ethnic, origins has an extra burden to bear 
in the process pf forming ideas about himself, particularly when he is 
made to feel ashamed of his background.

The theoretical view of black self-esteem has held until recently 

that blacks have a lower self-concept. Pettigrew (1964, p. 6) noted 
that the "rude jolt" that the Negro has undergone when in an attempt to 

gain an image of himself from contacts with others, as does each human 
being, he learns that most Americans are white and that the color of his
skin results in his being socially categorized as inferior.

)
Early research on racial awareness and preferences (Clark and 

Clark, 1958, 1950; Stevenson arid Stewart, 1958) appears to provide a 

rationale for the theoretical position stated above. Researchers have 

used a variety of measures and have found that ability to discriminate 

physical differences between Negroes and whites begins early (age three) 

and develops rapidly during the pre-school years. Examples of measures
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used in this research are a choice situation with brown and white dolls 
(Clark and Clark, 1950), a coloring test (Clark and Clark, 1958), and 
pictures, choice of dolls, doll assembly, and story completions 
(Stevenson*and Stewart, 1958). According to this research a significantly 
greater number of Negro children prefer the white doll than vice-versa.

McCandless (1967) has interpreted this research as implying that 

society as it exists leads the Negro child to devalue and even to reject 
his own racial background; however, the race manipulation using dolls is 

of questionable validity for these studies, since it ignores differences 
in physical features and other aspects of racial differences apart from 
color.

The recent "black revolt" of the 1960's has necessitated a 

reappraisal of the black self-concept and has led to a renewed interest 

in research in this area.

Banks (1972, p. 6) has asserted that although the educational 
gap between whites and blacks may have diminished, the discrepancy in 
other major areas such as employment, health, and housing has increased 

in the last decade. Despite vocal leaders' proclamations that black is 

beautiful, white society, according to Banks, repeats the myth that 

black is evil and ugly. Inferior facilities communicate this view to 
the black child.

Grambs (1972) has viewed the black individual of today as still 

trapped in a conflict of seeking security in a white and racist society 

with a life style he finds desirable but which provides only minimal 

assurance for black achievement on a color-blind basis.
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Davids (1973) found no significant differences in self-concept 

between white and black pre-school children. He did not, however, 
control for social class of subjects.

Samuels (1973) found no significant differences within classes 
(lower, middle) with regard to self-concepts of white and black kinder
garten children. Class differences within races were significant.

In her study of self-concept in elementary school children, 
Trowbridge (1972) found black children to have significantly higher 

self-concepts than white children.
Baughman (1971) has cited two unpublished studies with adolescent 

samples, whose findings conflict with the more traditional view of black 

self-esteem. Wendland (1967) found black adolescents to have a signifi

cantly higher self-concept than white adolescents; however, blacks also 

scored significantly higher with regard to cynicism and feelings of 
estrangement, which reflects an orientation of mistrust toward other 
persons. Bridgette (1970) found that for groups of black and white 

adolescents there were no significant differences in self-esteem.

In explaining such findings Baughman (1971) theorizes that con
frontation with the white world which can result in low self-esteem 

occurs for most black children after the base of their self-esteem has 

been established by experiences within the black community. He considers 

today’s black youth as being more likely to blame the "system" for 

providing him with inferior preparation for his interactions with whites, 

rather than to feel himself inadequate. Baughman (1971) has stated that
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research as done by Clark and Clark (1956, 1950) should be replicated in 

order to be considered valid for today's black children.
To investigate the relationship between self-esteem and racial 

preference among seven and eight-years-old blacks, Harris and Braun 

(1971) adapted the Clark and Clark dolls test. They found a significant 
positive relationship between self-esteem and preference for subjects' 
own race. They also found the majority of black children to prefer the 

black puppet. This finding contradicts the results of Clark and Clark 
(1950) and corresponds to those of Hraba and Grant (1970).

Zirkel and Moses (1971) assessed the effect of ethnic group 

membership upon self-concept of fifth and sixth graders and showed that 

whites and Negroes were not significantly different with regard to self- 

concept, although both of these groups had significantly higher self- 

concepts than Puerto Rican subjects.

Some research relevant to self-concept with black adults and 
adolescents appears to support the previously stated views of Banks and 

Grambs (1972). Ranford (1970) used a questionnaire with black adult 
males shortly after the Watts riot. He found that dark Negroes, even 
with relatively high levels of education, were in lower occupational and 
income categories than light Negroes and were more hostile toward whites. 

Ranford (1970, p. 178). concluded: . . although a dark color may have

lost some of its negative aspects in the black community, very likely 

white society is still allowing higher proportions of lighter and more 
Caucasian appearing Negroes into better socio-economic positions."
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In a sample of white and Negro first and fifth graders. Carpenter 
and Busse (1969) found that Negro first-grade girls had significantly 
lower self-concepts than white first-grade girls and that both Negro and 
white fifth graders showed significantly more negative self-concepts 
than first graders. Subjects were all of low socio-economic status 
which limits generalizability of results.

Williams and Byars (1968) found southern Negro adolescents to 
have a generally negative self-concept and to show significantly greater 

defensive distortion of their self-descriptions than white adolescents.

Summary

The research reviewed recognizes the importance of self-concept 
as a determinant of learning and behavior. With regard to investigation 
of the effects of sex, social class, and race upon self-concept, the 
insight of Wylie (1961, p. 3) appears to have retained its relevance: 
"When one reads the empirical literature pertaining to self-concept 

theories, one finds that a bewildering array of hypotheses, measuring 

instruments, and research designs has been used."

Review of research on black self-concept has supported the con

tention of Banks and Grambs (1972) that research in this area is incon

clusive and somewhat contradictory. One problem arises from the 

confounding of the racial variable with socio-economic status which has 

made interpretation of results difficult.

As Zirkel and Moses (1971) have noted, findings with regard to 
the relationship of ethnicity and self-concept are inconsistent. Their 

criticism of research in this area holds for investigations of other
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socio-cultural variables affecting self-concept. Discrepant findings may 
result from differences in definitions, instruments, research designs, 

age of subjects, regional variations, times, and "the individuality of 
human beings which defies categorization" (Zirkel and Moses, 1971, p.

254) .

Wylie (1963) has questioned the validity of studying self-concept 
as a global self-evaluative attitude. According,to her, weak trends and 

inability to compare studies treating self-concept globally may stem 
partially from an unanalytical approach to self-regarding attitudes. 

Research demonstrating differences in dimensions of self-concept according 
to sex, socio-economic class, and race appears to support Wylie's 
criticism.



CHAPTER III

PROCEDURES

This study was designed to investigate the relationship between 

self-concept and the variables of sex, socio-economic status, and race 
among first-grade children.

Setting and Sample
Subjects were initially selected as part of a larger study com

paring the effect^ of a Follow-Through and non-Follow-Through programs 
upon intelligence, achievement, and self-concept of children. They were 

chosen from a population of first-grade children from seven public 

schools in Walker County, Georgia, a predominantly rural area of 

approximately 50,000 persons. Less than five percent of the residents of 

Walker County are black. The seven schools attended by the subjects are 
located in small towns and sparsely populated areas ranging from under 
one thousand to approximately six thousand residents. Specific subjects 

were randomly selected for the present study from the subjects of the 

Follow-Through study.
Consideration of results involved two phases which correspond to 

two periods of data collection during the academic years 1972-1973 and 

1973-1974 in order to assess whether effects found obtained over time. 

Analyses of responses to the subscales of the measuring instrument, the 

Self-Esteem Inventory (SEI), were used to determine possible differences

20
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in the dimensions of self-concept for the sex, socio-economic status, and 
race groups.

Definitions

Socio-economic status was determined according to federal poverty 
guidelines, as established for the particular year of data collection, 
with very low socio-economic status (Group 1) children having a family, 

whose income was at or below the criterion level and relatively higher 
socio-economic status (Group 2) children having a family whose income 
was above the guideline.

Race was also measured dichotomously. Teacher identification was 

used to categorize subjects as white or black, designating, respectively,
Jmembership in the Caucasoid or Negroid race.

Self-concept was defined as stated by Raimy (1943, p. 7):
The self-concept is the more or less organized perceptual object 
resulting from present and past self observation . . . [It is] 
what a person believes about himself. The self-concept is the 
map which each person consults in order to understand himself.

In the present study, self-concept was operationalized in terms 
of self-esteem as defined by evaluative attitudes toward the self 
(Coopersmith, 1967, p. 7).

1. In consideration of the manufacturing- and agricultural-based 
economy prevailing in the area, the general socio-economic level of the 
population of the study was judged to cluster around the lower-lower 
middle class level. Although the subjects were divided into two groups 
only, the socio-economic status designations of this study reflect the 
over-all economic situation within the six school communities. The upper 
group is considered to be sufficiently homogeneous so that it does not as 
a whole reflect the cultural ways of the more advantaged middle socio
economic groups or higher.
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Instrument
The Self-Esteem Inventory' (Coopersmith, 1967) was used to measure 

self-concept. This self-report inventory consists of fifty-eight items 
originally*designed for preadolescent children. Each item asks the child 

to indicate whether a certain attitude or characteristic is "like me" or 

"unlike me" as the child perceives himself. Fifty of the items are used 
to determine the total self-concept and these items are divided into four 
subscales which measure discrete areas of self-esteem: general self,

social self-peers, home-parents, and school-academic. The remaining 
eight items constitute a lie scale which can be used to identify a 

response set biased toward social desirability. Approximately half of 
the items of the Self-Esteem Inventory (SEI) require an "unlike me" 

response to be scored in the direction of a positive self-concept.
For the present study, subjects’ scores were taken from data 

sheets containing the responses of each subject to each item of the SEI. 

Of the fifty items used in the measurement of self-concept, positively 
scored items were summed, and this score was doubled for a global self- 

concept score, as suggested by Coopersmith (1967). Subscales and the 

lie scale were treated analogously, although scores were not doubled for 
these measures.

Standardization of the SEI has produced measures of reliability 

and validity for the instrument. Reliability results have shown the SET 

to be highly reliable. With regard to internal consistency reliability. 

Spatz and Johnston (1973) found reliability coefficients to be .81 for 

fifth graders, .86 for ninth graders, and .80 for twelfth graders.



Split-half reliability results have been reported to be .87 (Fullerton, 
1972) and .90 (Taylor and Reitz, 1968). Fullerton (1972) indicated a 
test-retest reliability of .64 over an interval of one year with a 

sample of gifted children. Coopersmith (1967) found a test-retest 

reliability of .88 after five weeks with a sample of thirty children and 
of .70 after three years with another sample of fifty-six preadolescent 
children. Criterion-related validity research (Taylor and Reitz, 1968) 

has shown the SEI to function analogously to the California Psychological 

Inventory self-acceptance scale. Predictive validity results 

(Coopersmith, 1967) indicate that self-esteem scores are significantly 

related to creativity and academic achievement.

Limitations of the Study

1. The socio-economic status measure is not sensitive to the various 
SES levels within the relatively higher socio-economic status 
group

2. The rural nature of the sample limits generalizability of results 

to other southern rural counties with similar characteristics.

3. Blacks are somewhat overrepresented in the population of the 
study as compared to the actual population of Walker County; 

however, the number of blacks in the sample is still relatively 

small, which prevents consideration of data relating to race 

beyond the initial phase of the study.

4. Results considered after a year’s interval are regarded as tenta

tive due to subject attrition.
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Assumptions of the Study

1. The Self-Esteem Inventory is valid for the study of evaluative 
attitudes toward the self in a population of first-grade 
children.

2. Federal poverty guidelines identify a group with a less than 

adequate standard of living which is reflected in a culture of 

poverty. This lifestyle further discriminates the very low SES 
group from the higher SES group.

3. Teacher identification is an accurate means of determining racial 
membership. '

4. The distribution of effective and ineffective teachers is fairly 
uniform across school settings. .

Administration of the Self-Esteem Inventory 

Examiners, who were predominantly females, were trained to 

administer the SEI by a qualified research associate of the Arizona 

Center for Educational Research and Development. Children were tested in 
a large room reserved for testing within each school. Baseboard blinds 

were used to separate subjects and minimize their overhearing one 

another's responses. The SEI was administered in groups no larger than 

five and sometimes as small as two. The examiner read the items and 

marked the responses indicated by subjects. This procedure was used for 

testing during both academic years. Each time the testing period spanned 

two weeks, from the last week of April through the first week of May.



Treatment of the Data 

There were 184 students for whom SEI scores, socio-economic 

status, race, and sex information were available. For this group, 

subjects were randomly selected and assigned to groups on the basis of 

sex, socio-economic status, and race for each of the two phases of data 
collection when possible.

Sex Analysis
By means of a table of random number (Minium, 1970, pp. 454-455) 

50 males and 50 females were selected from the 87.males and 97 females of 
the total sample. Differences in the total self-concept means of the two 
groups were analyzed by the use of the t-test, as described by Minium 
(1970, pp. 302-304). The .05 level of significance was selected to be 
used as the criterion of significance in this analysis. Each of the sub
scales was treated in an analogous manner to compare scores of males and 

females on the dimensions of self-concept and on the lie scale. The 

procedure was repeated with data available for subjects who were also 

tested during the second administration of the SEI.

Socio-Economic Status Analysis 

With the table of random numbers used in the sex analysis, 50 

very low socio-economic status (Group 1) subjects were selected from the 

92 poverty subjects of the sample and 50 higher socio-economic status 
(Group 2) subjects selected from the 92 non-poverty subjects of the 

sample. The t-test at the .05 level of significance was used to test for 
differences in the total self-concept of the two groups. Additional
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t-tests were used to test for significant interactions of socio-economic 
status according to sex and according to sex and race. The .05 level of 
significance was the criterion of significance used for each analysis. 
Analyses were conducted with data from both phases of testing and also 
included analysis of subscale data with regard to investigation of the 

main effect of socio-economic status.

Race Analysis

Due to the relatively small number of blacks in the sample 
(forty), twenty-eight were used in the analysis of results regarding 
race. An equal number of white children were selected on the basis of 
comparable scores on the Raven's Progressive Matrices, a non-verbal 
measure of ability, and matched with the black subjects. There was no 

more than a two-point discrepancy between the score of a black child and 

the score of the white child with whom he was compared. In addition to 

matching according to Raven's scores, there was also matching of subjects 

according to sex and when possible according to classroom. The t-test 

was used to test for differences between the total self-concept means of 

both racial groups at the .05 level of significance. Similar analyses 
were used with subscale data. Due to subject attrition racial analyses 

were restricted to the data of the first phase of testing.



CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

With the use of a computer, the hypotheses were tested by means 
of the t-test to determine whether specific means differed significantly. 
Two t-statistics were reported for each pair of means, one assuming the 
population variances were equal and the other assuming the population 

variances were unequal. In small sample cases -- the subgroups investi
gating SES interactions and the race analyses -- the variances were 

assumed to be unequal, and where findings were significant the assumption 

of non-homogeneity of variances was verified by computation of the 

F-statistic (Runyon and Haber, 1971, p. 199). The appropriate 

t-statistic was then chosen.

The differences between scores of subjects on the total self- 
concept measure and its various subscales were tested by the above- 
mentioned model. The means were also computed with the aid of a calcula

tor. The results of the first phase of the study for the academic year 

1972-1973 are presented. Information is arranged according to sex, SES, 
and race, and includes the number of subjects in each group, the mean 

scores for each group, t-statistics, and probability levels. The results 

of the second phase of the study for the academic year 1973-1974 are 
similarly arranged. However, as previously noted, the race analysis was 
not included in this phase of the study. Four of the scales of the SEI

were found to be significantly influenced by one or more of the
•
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independent variables. The measures which were not significantly 
affected by the independent variables were Social Self-Peers and the Lie 
Scale.

Hypothesis 1

The first hypothesis which stated that there are no significant 
differences in self-concept between male and female subjects was rejected 
(Table 1). Mean Total Positive Scores for males and females were 51.76 
and 57.64, respectively. The difference between these means was signif
icant" at the .01 level of confidence.

For the Home-Parents subscale, the mean was 4.98 for females and 

4.08 for males, a difference significant at the .01 level of confidence. 

Males had a mean score of 4.12 and females a mean score of 4.82 on the 

School-Academic subscale. This difference was significant at the .05 
level of confidence. These.sex differences were not found in the 

analysis of results of the second phase of testing (Table 2).

Hypothesis 2

The second hypothesis tested was that there are no significant 
differences in self-concept between children of very low socio-economic 

status (Group 1) and children of relatively higher socio-economic status 

(Group 2). In regard to the Total Positive Score, the data support this . 
hypothesis (Table 3).

Findings in terms of the General Self subscale, however, do not 

support the second hypothesis. The mean General Self score for Group 1
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Table 1. The Relationship Between Self-Concept and Sex: 1972-1973.

SEI Scale Sex ' N Mean T-Score Probability"

Total Positive Score Male
Female

50
50

51.76
57.64 2.760 p<.01

General Self Male
Female

50 
50 .

13.68 
14.48 1.265 N.S.*

Social Self-Peers Male
Female

50
50

4.46
4.90 1.403 M.S.

Home-Parents Male
Female

50
50

4.08
4.98 3.084 p<.01

School-Academic Male
Female

50
50

4.12
4.82 2.180 p<.05

Lie Scale Male
Female

50
50

4.82
5.32 1.463 N.S.,

*Not significant.
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Table 2. The Relationship Between Self-Concept and Sex: 1973-1974.

SEI Scale Sex N Mean T-Score Probability

Total Positive Male
Female

16
15

53.63
58.40 .971 N.S.*

General Self Male
Female

16
15

13.56
14.33 1.212 N.S.

Social Self-Peers Male
Female

16
15

4.13
4.80 1.043 N.S.

Home-Parents Male
Female

16
15

4.25
4.87 1.036 N.S.

School-Academic Male
Female

16
15

4.63 . 
5.20 .'944 N.S.

Lie Scale Male
Female

16
15

4.81
5.00 0.000 N.S.

*Not significant.
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Table 3. The Relationship Between Self-Concept and Socio-Economic
Status: 1972-1973.

SEI Scale SES N Mean T-Score Probability

Total Positive Score Group 1* 
Group 2 * *

50
50

52.96
56.44 1.409 N.S.***

General Self Group 1 
Group 2

50
50

12.68
14.36 2.373 p<. 05 .

Social Self-Peers Group 1 
Group 2

50
50

4.62
4.66 .123 N.S.

Home-Parents Group 1 
Group 2

50
50

4.48
4.74 .892 N.S.

School-Academic Group 1 
Group 2

50
50

4.44
4.72 .822 N.S.

Lie Scale Group 1 
Group 2

50
50

5.14
5.08 -.187 N.S.

*Group 1 denotes subjects with family income at or below federal 
poverty guidelines.

**Group 2 denotes subjects with family income above federal poverty 
guidelines.

***Not significant.
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subjects was 12.68. This was significantly lower (p < .05) than the mean 
General Self score for Group 2 subjects, 14.36.

With regard to investigation of interactions of SES according to 

sex (Table 4) and according to sex and race,(Table 5), results also fail 
to support the second hypothesis. Examination of interaction effects was 
limited to the Total Positive Score.

Male Group 1 subjects were found to have significantly lower 
total self-concepts than were female Group 1 subjects. The means were 

49.48 and 57.04 for male Group 1 and female Group 1 subjects, respec

tively, a difference significant at the .05 level of confidence.
Total Positive Score means of black Group 1 males and black 

Group 1 females were 46.75 and 59.20, respectively. These means were 

significantly different at the .05 level.
White Group 2 males had a significantly higher Total Positive 

Score than black Group 1 males 1 Mean scores were 55.20 for white 
Group 2 males and 46.75 for black Group 1 males. These means differed 

significantly at the .05 level.

White Group 2 females also had a significantly higher (p < .01) 
Total Positive Score than black Group 1 males. White Group 2 females had
a mean score of 57.65, as compared to 46.75 for black Group 1 males.

White Group 2 males had a mean Total Positive Score of 55.20.

This was significantly different from the mean score of the black Group 2

males, 46.50, at the .05 level.
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Table 4. The Relationship Between Self-Concept and Socio-Economic
Status Interactions According to Sex: 1972-1973.

SET Scale Sex-SES N Mean T-Score Probability

Total Positive Score Male Group 1
Female Group 1

27
23

49.48
57.04 2.176 P<» 05

Male Group 2 
Female Group 2

24
26

53.75
58.92 1.508 N.S.*

Male Group 1 
Male Group 2

27
24

49.48 
53.75 1.361 N.S.

Female Group 
Female Group

1
2

23
26

57.04
58.92 .502 N.S.

*Not significant.



Table 5. The Relationship Between Self-Concept and Socio-Economic Status Interac
tions According to Sex and Race: 1972-1973.*

SEI Scale Race-SES-Sex N Mean T-Score Probability

Total Positive Score White Group 1 Male 
Black Group 1 Male

19
8

50.63
46.75 -1.105 N.S.**

White Group 2 Male 
Black Group 2 Male

20
4

55.20
46.50 -2.791 p<. 05

White Group 1 Female 13 55.38 .650 N.S.Black Group 1 Female 10 59.20

White Group 1 Male . 19 50.63 1.195 N.S.White Group 2 Male 20 55.20

White Group 1 Female 13 55.38 .484 N.S.White Group 2 Female 23 57.65

Black Group 1 Male 
Black Group 2 Male

8
4

46.75
46.50 -.092 N.S.

White Group 2 Female 
White Group 2 Male

23
20

57.65
55.20 -. 646 N.S.

White Group 1 Male 19 50.63 1.010 N.S.White Group 1 Female 13 55.38

Black Group 1 Male 
Black Group 1 Female

8
10

46.75
59.20 2.509 p<.05

White Group 1 Male 
Black Group 2 Male

19
4

50.63
46.50 -1.455 . N.S.



Table 5,—  Continued.

SEI Scale Race-SES-Sex N Mean T-Score Probability

Total Positive Score Black Group 1 Male 8 46.75
White Group 2 Male 20 55.20

Black Group 1 Female 10 59.20
White Group 2 Female 23 57.65

White Group 1 Male 19 50.63
Black Group 1 Female 10 59.20

White Group 1 Female 13 55.38
Black Group 1 Male 8 46.75

White, Group 2 Female 23 57.65
Black Group 2 Male 4 46.50

White Group 2 Male 20 55.20
Black Group 1 Female 10 59.20

White Group 1 Female 13 55.38
Black Group 2 Male 4 46.50

White Group 2 Female 23 57.65
Black Group 1 Male 8

2.260 p<.05

-.309 . N.S.

1.705 N.S.

-1.862 N.S.

-3.979 p<.01

.771 N.S.

2.140 p<. 05

-3.132 p<.01

*Insufficient sample size precluded use of black Group 2 females in these analyses.
**Not significant.
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Total Positive Score means of white Group 2 females and black

Group 2 males were 57*65 and 46.50, respectively. These means differed
at the .01 level of significance.

White Group 1 females also had a significantly higher (p < .05) 
Total Positive Score than black Group 2 males. The mean for white 
Group 1 females was 55.38, as compared to 46.50 for black Group 2 males.

Neither the significant major SES difference, nor the significant
subanalyses interaction differences were found to obtain during the 

second phase of testing (Tables 6, 7, and 8).

Hypothesis 3

The third hypothesis stated that there are no significant differ
ences in self-concept between white and black children. Data for white
females and black females supported this hypothesis (Table 9).

Total Positive Score data for white males and black males did not
support this hypothesis. White males had a Total Positive Score mean of

56, while black males had a Total Positive Score mean of 49. The differ

ence between these means was significant at the .05 level.

Additional Findings
The subjects of this study (rural, differing levels of SES, 

primary grade level) differ from the subjects (suburban, middle-class, 

middle-elementary grade level) used in the standardization of the instru

ment by Coopersmith (1967). Consequently, norms appropriate to the 
sample of this study were obtained and sex differences were investigated
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Table 6. The Relationship Between Self-Concept and Socio-Economic
Status: 1973-1974.

SEI Scale SES N : Mean T-Score Probability

Total Positive Score Group 1* 
Group 2**

21
17

58.57
57.41 -.229 M.S.***

General Self Group 1 
Group,2

21
17

15.00
13.65 -.920 N.S.

Social Self-Peers Group 1 
Group 2

21
17

4.95
4.47 -.817 N.S.

Home-Parents Group 1 
Group 2

21
17

4.52
4.76 . 456 N.S.

School-Academic Group 1 
Group 2

21
17

4.57 .583 N.S.

Lie Scale Group 1 
Group 2

21
17

4.33
5.18 1.548 N.S.

*Group 1 denotes subjects with 
poverty guidelines.

**Group 2 denotes subjects with

family

family
income

income

at or below federal 
above federal poverty

guidelines. 
***Not significant.
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Table 7. The Relationship Between Self-Concept and Socio-Economic
Status Interactions According to Sex: 1973-1974.

SET Scale Sex-SES N Mean T-Score Probability

Total Positive Score Male Group 1 
Female Group 1

10
11

56.80
60.18 .531 N.S.*

Male Group 2 
■ Female Group 2

6
11

50.00
61.45 1.325 N.S.

Male Group 1 
Male Group 2

10
6

56.80
50.00 -.771 N.S.

Female Group 
Female Group

1
2

11
11

60.18 
61.45 .208 N.S.

*Not significant.



Table 8. The Relationship Between Self-Concept and Socio-Economic Status Interact 
tions According to Sex and Race: 1973-1974.*

SEI Scale Race-SES-Sex N Mean T-Score . Probability

Total Positive Score White Group 1 Female 6 64.33
Black Group 1 Female 5 55.20

White Group 1 Male 8 55.75
White Group 2 Male 4

White Group 1 Female 6 64.33
White Group 2 Female 9 62.44

White Group 2 Male 4 54.00
White Group 2 Female . 9 62.44

White Group 1 Male 8 55.75
White Group 1 Female 6 64.33

Black Group 1 Female 5 55.20
White Group 2 Female 9 62.44

White Group 1 Male 8 55.75
Black Group 1 Female 5 55.20

White Group 2 Male 4 54.00
Black Group 1 Female 5 55.20

-1.111 N.S.**

-.159 ' N.S..

-.244 N.S.

-.793 N.S.

1.041 N.S.

.948 N.S.

-.067 N.S.

.109 N.S.

*Due to insufficient sample sizes, black Group 1 males and black Group 2 males were 
excluded from these analyses.

**Not significant.
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Table 9. The Relationship Between Self-Concept and Race: 1972-1973.

SET Scale Race Sex N Mean T-Score Probability

Total Positive Score White
Black

Male
Male

14 
. 14

56.00
49.00 -2.161 p<. 05

White Female 14 60.71 .242 N.S. *Black Female 14 61.71

General Self White
Black

Male
Male

14
14

13.71
12.07 -1.711 N.S.

White Female 14 14.78 .128 N.S.Black Female 14 14.93

Social Self-Peers White
Black

Male
Male

14
14

5. 36 
4.43 -1.664 N.S.

White Female 14 5.14 1.306 N.S.Black Female 14 5.79
Home-Parents White

Black
Male
Male

14
14

4.07
3.86 -.391 N.S.

White
Black

Female
Female

14
14

5.50
4.86 -.498 N.S.

School-Academic White
Black

Male
Male

14
14

4.71
4.14 -1.275 N.S.

White Female 14 5.21 -.463 N.S.Black Female 14 4.93

Lie Scale White
Black

■ Male 
Male

14
14

5.21
4.57 -1.038 N.S.

White Female 14 5.07 .115 N.S.' - Black "Female 14 5.14

*Not significant.
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in Total Positive Scores of the 384 children for whom SEI scores and sex
information were available.

In contrast to the findings of Coopersmith (Table 10), the males 
and females of the population of this study did differ significantly with 

regard to total self-concept (p < .001). Total Positive Score means were 
52.09 for males and 58.54 for females (Table 11) which are quite lower 
than the norm of 71 established by Coopersmith for the SEI.

Scores on the Lie Scale (Table 12) were also examined according 
to the categories for which they were available: sex, socio-economic

status, and race. On the eight-item scale, each of the various groups 

had a lie score of approximately 5. Such a finding usually suggests use 

of defensive distortion by subjects to present a more positive 
self-description.

Discussion of Results
Of the six self-concept measures evaluated, with regard to sex 

three scores demonstrated significant differences: Total Positive Score,
Home-Family, and School-Academic. Girls were found to have a more 

positive self-concept than boys, which corresponds to the findings of 

Bledsoe (1964), although other researchers have not found significant sex 

differences in self-concept (Piers and Harris, 1964; Coopersmith, 1959, 
1967).

As Lee (1969) has noted of development in childhood, girls tend 

to reach various stages of development earlier than boys. Thus, greater 
physical and emotional maturity may lead girls to feel generally more 

positive about themselves.



Table 10. SEI Norms of Coopersmith* s Study (1967): 
Total Positive Self-Concept Score, 1959- 
1965.

SEI Scale Sex Mean Probability

Total Positive Score Male
Female

70.1
72.2 N.S.*

*Not significant.

Table 11. SEI Norms of This Study: Total Positive
Self-Concept Score, 1972-1973.

SEI Scale Sex Mean Probability

Total Positive Score Male
Female

52.09
58.54 p<.001

Table 12. Lie Scale Scores According to Sex, 
Socio-Economic Status, and Race: 
1972-1973.

SEI Scale Group Mean

Lie Scale Males 4.82
Females 5.32

SES Group 1 5.14
SES Group 2 5.08

White Male 5.21
- ■ Black Male 4.57

White Female 
Black Female

5.07
5.41
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Particularly within the school setting where writing and other 

skills call for development of the finer muscles and attention span is 
important, physical and emotional maturity are definite assets. In 
addition, girls also manifest somewhat earlier language development and 

greater verbal fluency than do boys (Hetherington and Parke, 1975). 

Another factor favoring a more positive school-academic self-concept for 
girls than boys involves the effects of sex-typing. Many teachers, in 
seeking to maintain order in their classroom, may respond negatively to 

boys because they generally conform less to the teacher’s wishes and tend 
to be less conscientious about completing their work. Boys may be 

punished in school for being assertive which is actually consistent with 

culturally appropriate masculing behavior.

Differences in sex-role training may also be reflected in the 
home-parents dimension of self-concept. Parent-chiId interactions may be 

viewed as a more positive component of self-concept for girls because 
girls are usually less encouraged to leave their mother and explore the 

environment. In contrast, parents tend to be less protective with boys 

who receive more encouragement to explore and act independently.

With regard to investigation of the relation of socio-economic 

status to self-concept, there was no main effect with regard to total 

self-concept. This corresponds to the findings of Healey (1974) and con
flicts with other previous research in this area (Samuels, 1973; 

Trowbridge, 1972; Soares and Soares, 1970). This cannot be interpreted 

to mean that socio-economic status does not influence self-concept. A 

significant difference between scores of very low socio-economic status
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subjects and scores of relatively higher socio-economic subjects on the 

general self dimension of self-concept indicates that socio-economic 

status affects the general attitude that one has of himself. Very low 

socio-economic status subjects were significantly less accepting of them
selves than were those of higher socio-economic status. Hurlock (1972) 
has pointed out that during the preschool years the child discovers that 

there are differences in what people have and the manner in which they 
live and begin to relate these differences to the labels "rich" and 
"poor." Results of this study suggest that by first-grade level children 
seem to have internalized the American cultural value that social-class 

position is often interpreted as a measure of personal worth, with 

individuals of higher socio-economic status being accorded higher pres
tige. That results were not similar for the other areas of self-concept 

may derive from the fact that the environment of these young subjects was 

largely comprised of persons of similar status whicA reduced their 

opportunities for comparing themselves unfavorably with others of higher 
socio-economic status.

Of the limited number of socio-economic status subgroup investi

gations of interaction effects according to sex and according to sex and 
race, significant differences in total self-concept were found for seven 

analyses. Results were limited to Total Positive Score differences and 

in cases of very small samples are tentative.
Very low socio-economic status female subjects were found to 

demonstrate significantly higher self-concepts than males of similar 
socio-economic status. This finding may be related to child-rearing
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practices particular to lower-class families. Lower-class boys generally 
receive harsher punishment than girls who tend to be more indulged and 
protected (Hetherington and Parke, 1975). That these sex differences do 

not exist for higher socio-economic status subjects may result from more 

similar treatment of girls and boys within these families. -

There were no significant effects for race with males nor females 
of the very low socio-economic status group, which corresponds somewhat 
to the findings of Samuels (1973). A shortage of higher socio-economic 
status female blacks prevented a more complete investigation of the 
effects of race upon self-concept of subjects within the higher socio
economic status category; however, white higher socio-economic status 

males and white higher socio-economic status females both had signifi

cantly higher self-concepts than black higher socio-economic status 

males, which conflicts with the finding of Samuels (1973) of no signifi

cant differences in self-concept between white and black middle-class 

children. These results relate to the finding of Porter (1971) that 

preschool middle-class blacks show a high rate of rejection of other 

blacks and a. rejection or ambivalence toward their own racial membership. 

This attitude leading to a low self-concept may be the result of the 
marginal position of the relatively higher socio-economic status, 

particularly the middle-class, black within the American society. He 
finds himself with the skills, money, and often the light skin valued by 

the dominant white culture, but the caste system prevents his complete 

acceptance among status-striving whites of similar economic background. 

The higher socio-economic status black may not be preoccupied with a
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struggle for survival, as is his very low socio-economic status counter

part, but he is still frustrated by annoyances and deprivations resulting 
from the inconsistency of his achieved and ascribed status. No doubt in 
the school situation within which they represent the minority group, 
children undergo similar stress.

White very low socio-economic status females also showed a sig

nificantly higher self-concept than black higher socio-economic status 

males. This is attributed to the findings of a higher self-concept for 

girls than boys and the very low self-concept of the black higher socio- 
economic status males. Although economically deprived, white very low 

socio-economic status females tend to be more protected and indulged as 
compared to males of similar background. Further, their world is largely 

constituted with persons of similar status and they do not find them

selves faced with the discrimination that the black higher socio-economic 

status male faces. ■
White higher socio-economic status males and white higher socio

economic status females demonstrated significantly higher self-concepts 

than black very low socio-economic status males. This corresponds some

what to findings of Long and Henderson (1968) and of Porter (1971) who 

found a lower rate of positive personal identity among lower-class black 
children. Porter (1971)' has explained that the difficulties of economic 

deprivation may negatively affect the quality of personal relationships 

within the family and that the poor black child is exposed to negative 

evaluations of his race, as well as poverty-related problems. Further, 

research has shown that a boy's masculine development seems to be most
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facilitated by the presence of an active, involved father who encourages 
the boy to be assertive and independent (Biller and Davids, 1973). Such 

qualities generally characterize the white middle-class father and con
trast strikingly with the typical black father who loses his authority 
and occupies a subdominant position in the family as a consequence of 
social and occupational inadequacy (Rainwater, 1972). Thus, the black 

very low socio-economic status male child is presented with a model who 
himself feels devalued and the child probably identifies with his 
father's negative self-evaluation.

The significantly higher self-concept of the very low socio

economic status black female, as compared to the black male of similar 

socio-economic status, presents a contrast to the results of Carpenter 
and Busse (1968) and Porter (1971) who found that low socio-economic 

status black girls as well as low socio-economic status black boys showed 
a low rate of positive personal identity. This difference may result 

from the stronger role model that the low socio-economic status black 

mother presents as compared to her less dominant husband within the black 
subculture. . It is usually the mother who has control of economic 

resources and any occupational status. Female role models also tend to 

emphasize a self-sufficiency that seems exaggerated from a middle-class 

point of view in response to the lack of stability within their house

holds. Girls learn early that to permit oneself dependence on men for 

anything crucial involves a great risk (Rainwater, 1972). Negative 

expectations with regard to males may lead lower-class black women to 

show a significant preference for female children, as demonstrated by a
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study of adoption preferences (Biller and Davids, 1973). The high lie 
score evident for the black females of this study may reflect a cul
turally learned attitude of defensive distortion in the face of harsh 
reality in order to preserve self-functioning.

The hypothesis with regard to the main effect of race upon self- 
concept was supported for females. The finding of no significant differ
ences in self-concept between white and.black females is consistent with 

a previous finding of no significant difference in self-concept between 
white very low socio-economic status females and black very low socio
economic status females. As previously stated, this lack of significant 

differences may be attributable to a defensive attitude deriving from the 

status and self-sufficiency of the female within the black subculture.

There was a significant difference in total self-concept between 

white and black males. Although this finding appears inconsistent with a 

previous finding of no significant difference in self-concept between 

white very low socio-economic status males and black males of similar 

socio-economic status, the previous non-significant difference was in the 

same direction as that of the main effect found for race; however, 

results of the racial analysis are assumed to be more powerful since I.Q. 
of subjects was controlled, as well as sex and socio-economic status.

The previously reported finding of a significantly higher self-concept 
for white higher socio-economic status males as compared to black higher 

socio-economic status males does support the effect found in the race 
analysis.
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The sex differences found in the effect of race on self-concept 

are the converse of those found by Carpenter and Busse (1969). As 

Allport (1960) has pointed out, the child cannot escape the ethnic, 
religious, and class membership of his parents. Racial evaluations play 

a significant part in the black child's self-evaluation, particularly 
within desegregated settings where racial membership is especially 

salient (Porter, 1971). Since the dominant culture negatively stereo

types blacks, the black child must learn to adapt to this pressure in 
some way. Unlike the black female child who identifies with the self- 

sufficient, nurturant females available within her subculture and 

insulates herself against devaluing experiences, the black male child 

seems to have learned to internalize the negative evaluations of others 
in order to survive and maintain ego-functioning, rather than be 
continually frustrated by the conflict between what he should think of 
himself and what others think of him.

No significant differences in total self-concept or in dimensions 

of self-concept were found for the variables of sex and socio-economic 

status in the second phase of the study. Lack of significant differences 

may be due to the high rate of attrition within this study which makes 

results of this phase of the study very tentative.

The relatively high lie scores on the part of the subjects within 

the various groups may be indicative of a desire to please the adult 

examiner; however, the items within the lie scale may not effect this 

discrimination in this case due to the cognitive and social levels of the 

young subjects of this study; e.g., the six- and seven-year-old child
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may not worry and perhaps does like everyone he knows. Thus, in con
sideration of the results of this analysis, it must be recognized that

: I

the lie scale may not as a whole have served the function intended by 
Coopersmitb; i.e.,detection of a social-desirability response set.

Recommendations and Implications 

The rural character of the sample may have influenced the results 

of this study, particularly with regard to race since the black self- 

identity movement has not been widespread in rural areas. Future studies 
could include an urban comparison group to examine the effect of the 
regional variable on self-concept.

A more effective measure of socio-economic status, more sensitive 
to its differing levels, would permit greater comparability of the 
results of a study with other research. The very low socio-economic 

status relatively higher socio-economic status dichotomy of this study 

obscured results particular to the working class and various gradations 

of the middle class within the higher socio-economic status category. In 

view of the interaction effects found in the socio-economic status inves

tigation, a more controlled examination of the effects of sex, socio
economic status, and race and their interactions upon self-concept is 

needed. As with other studies (Trowbridge, 1972; Long and Henderson,

1967), results of this study were limited by a shortage of middle-class 

blacks, which is an accurate reflection of the situation within the 

American society.

The self-concept measure of future studies could also be improved 

by the addition of behavioral ratings of self-concept by trained
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observers, as employed by Coopersmith (1959, 1967). Mehrens and Lehmann 
(1973) have noted that affective measures can provide the user with a 

better understanding of an individual; but one must assume that the sub

ject has been truthful. Combs, Soper and Courson (1963) caution that the 
self-report will rarely be identical with the self-concept as perceived 
by others.

The results of this study have indicated that sex, socio-economic 
status, and race do influence self-concept and/or its dimensions.

Clearly more carefully controlled longitudinal studies are needed to 
assess the duration of these effects.

Ideally, education should be concerned with attitudes and values 

to the same degree with which it is concerned with the acquisition of 

knowledge and academic skills. A first-grade boy may not feel quite as 
positively about himself in the school and home situations as a girl, and 

it is important for the teacher and parents to be aware of the child's 

self-evaluation. The child of very low socio-economic status who does 
not feel as positively about his general self as a child of higher socio
economic status will need a patient teacher or counselor to help him to 

become aware of his interests and skills and to appreciate them. The 

teacher of the black male child must understand the basis of the child's 

inadequate feelings and must work with him and his peers to eliminate 

prejudicial attitudes and their consequences. As Allport (1960) has 

stated, all children need to be made aware that their way of life is one 

of many alternative ways that men have invented to meet their needs. 
Teaching of objective intercultural information could prove to be an
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indispensable condition of change. Teacher training programs should 
likewise take an ethnocentric approach.

Feelings of shame, inadequacy, and failure inhibit a child from 

working toward his potential and becoming a well-rounded person.
Praising a child's efforts when he does not succeed and talking failures 

over with him can help the child to develop a more positive self-concept. 

Those working with children need to be aware of the factors that influ
ence self-concept in order to help children with negative self-images to 
develop more positive self-concepts.



CHAPTER V

SUMMARY

The purpose of this study was to investigate the effects of sex, 

socio-economic status, and race upon self-concept development in rural 
first-grade children. Previous research investigating these variables 

has predominantly employed older subjects and is replete with 
contradictions.

The subjects of this study were selected from 184 first-grade 

children of seven public schools in Walker County, Georgia. For the 

purpose of the three main analyses, they were divided into the following 
categories: males and females for the sex analysis; very low SES and

relatively higher SES subjects for the main socio-economic status 
analysis; and white males, black males, white females and black females 

for the race analysis. Subanalyses were used to determine possible 

interaction effects of socio-economic status according to sex and 

according to sex and race. The instrument used to determine self-concept 

was the Self-Esteem Inventory (SEI) designed by Coopersmith. The 

questionnaire was administered to small groups of subjects by trained 

examiners who read the individual items and helped subjects to record 

their responses. This inventory is composed of four subscales measuring 

general self, social self-peers, home-parents, school-academic dimensions 

of self-concept and a lie scale. Analyses of scores of these scales 

' . 53
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were included in determination of the main effects of sex, socio-economic 
status, and race.

Analyses were performed with the use of a computer and calcula

tor. The t-test was the statistical method employed and the .05 level of 
significance determined acceptance or rejection of the hypotheses 

investigated.
The first hypothesis stated that there are no significant differ

ences in self-concept between male and female children. It was rejected 
with regard to total self-concept and the dimensions of home-parents and 
school-academic. Girls consistently demonstrated significantly higher 
self-concepts than boys in these areas.

The second hypothesis positing no significant differences in 
self-concept between very low SES and higher SES subjects was supported 

with regard to total self-concept and rejected with regard to the general 
self dimension. Higher SES subjects scored significantly higher on the 

general self dimension than very low SES subjects. Subanalyses also 

revealed significant differences in total self-concept. Male very, low 

SES subjects had a significantly lower self-concept than female subjects 

of similar SES. White higher SES males, white higher SES females, and 

black very low SES females were found to have significantly higher self- 
concepts than black very low SES males. White higher SES females, white 
very low SES females, and white higher SES males demonstrated signifi

cantly higher self-concepts than black higher SES males.

The third hypothesis stating that there are no significant 
differences in self-concept-between white and black children was accepted
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with regard to females. This hypothesis was rejected for males with 
regard to total self-concept. White males showed significantly higher 
self-concepts than black males.

In view of the relatively small number of blacks within this 

study, the rural character of the sample, and the limitations of the SES 
measure, it is apparent that additional, more controlled studies are 

needed in this area of research. ~

In conclusion, the present study has shown that sex, socio
economic status, and race influence a child's total self-concept and/or 
its dimensions. It seems that none of these variables is singularly 

responsible for self-concept. Thus, it appears that a number of 
variables determine whether a child has mainly positive or negative 

attitudes toward himself.
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