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oungsters offen experience a de-
i cline in self-esteem as they enter
their adolescent years, a time
marked by the abrupt move from the
relatively cloistered contines of elemen-
tary school to the more complex social
and academic demands of junior high.
Social scientists have documented this
trend — often more pronounced among
girls — over the past 20 years through
questionnaires and interviews aimed at
gauging how adolescents feel about
themselves,

But a new survey of US. elementary
and secondary students bears the worst
news yet about plummeting self-esteem
among teenage girls. The controversial
findings, released in January by the
American Association of University
Women (AAUW), have refocused re-
searchers’ attention on long-standing
questions about the meaning of such
studlies and their implications, if any, for
educational reform and for male and
fernale psychological development,.

The concept of seif-esteem itself
remains vague, contends psychiatrist
Philip Rohson in the June 1930 HARVARD
MEDICAL SCHOOL MENTAL HEAETH LETTER.
Some researchers assess a person's
“global” sell-esteem with questions
about general feelings of worth, good-
ness, health, attractiveness and social
competence. Others focus on people’s
evaluations of themselves in specific sit-
uations. Robson, of Oxford University in
England, notes that an individual might
score high on one type of test but not on
another, presumably because the meas-
ures reflect different aspects of self-
esteem.

Moreover, he argues, high test scores
may sometimes indicate conceit, narcis-
sism or rigidity rather than heaithy feel-
ings of self-worti.

Despite the complexities involved in
determining how people truly regard
themselves, the AAUW survey suggests
that adolescent girls experience genuine,
substantial drops in self-esteem that far
outpace those reported by boys. Girls
also reported much less enthusiasm for
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math and science, less confidence in their
academic abilities and fewer aspirations
to professional careers.

The survey, conducted last fall by a
private polling firm commissioned by
AAUW, involved 2,400 girls and 600 boys
from 36 public schocls throughout the
United States. Black and Hispanic stu-
dents made up almost one-quarter of the
sample. Participants, whose ages ranged
from 9 to 16 (fourth through tenth
grades), responded to written statements
probing giobal self-esteem, such as “ like
the way I look™ and “I'm happy the way |
am.”

In a typical response pattern, 67 per-
cent of the elementary school boys re-
ported “always” feeling “happy the way !
am,” and 46 percent still felt that way by
tenth grade. For girls, the figures dropped
from 60 percent to 29 percent.

For both sexes, the sharpest declines in
sell-esteem occurred at the beginning of
junior high.

Compared with the rest of the study
sample, students with higher self-esteem
liked math and science more, felt better
about their schoolwork and grades, con-
sidered themselves more important and
felt better about their family relation-
ships, according to the survey

Boys who reported doing poorly in
math and science usually ascribed their
performance to the topics' lack of useful-
ness, whereas girls who reported alack of
success in these areas often attributed
the probiem to personal failure.

Although the survey included too few
boys to allow a racial breakdown for
males, race did appear to play an impor-
tant role in the strength of self-esteem
among girls. White and Hispanic girls
displayed sharp drops in all the meas-
ured areas of self-esteem — appearance,
confidence, family relationships, school,
talents and personal importance - as
they grew older. In contrast, more than
half the biack girls reported high levels of
self-confidence and personal importance
in both elementary and high school, and
most attributed this to strong family and
community suppert, says psychologist

Janie Victoria Ward of the University of
Pennsylvania in Philadelphia, an adviser
to the study. Their confidence in their
academic abilities, however, dropped
substantially as they passed through the
school system, Ward says,

“Something is going on in the schools
that threatens the self-esteem of girls in
general,” asserts psychologist Nancy
Goldberger, another adviser to the sur-
vey. “A lot of girls come to doubt their own
intelligence in school.”

Goldberger, who teaches psychology at
the Fielding Institute in Santa Barbara,
Calif,, calls for intensive, long-term
studies to address how schools short-
change female students,

n AAUW pamphlet published last

August argues that school-age

girls represent the proverbiai
square peg attempting to fit into the
round hole of most educational pro-
grams.

Starting early inlife, societal pressures
urge girls and boys to think and behave in
contrasting ways that create gender-spe-
cific learning styles, according to the
AAUW pamphlet. Schools, however, gen-
erally tailor instructional techniques to
the learning style of boys, leaving girls
with a taitered education and doubts
about their academic abilities, the pam-
phiet contends.

This argument rests heavily on re-




