Jlgker problem plagues the interpreta-
tion of all such studies. If females gener-
ally show more sensitivity to and
awareness of emotions than males, they
may more easily offer seif-reports about
disturbing feelings, creating a misimpres-
sion that large sex differences exist in
self-esteem, he suggests.

Although this potential “response
bias” muddies the research waters, psy-
chologist Daniel Otfer of Northwestern
University in Evanston, 111, cites several
possible explanations for the tendency
among early-adolescent girls to report
more sell-dissatisfaction than boys.

One theory holds that since giris expe-
rience the biological changes of puberty
up to 18 months before boys, they may
suffer earlier and more pronounced self-
esteem problems related to sexual matu-
rity. Several studies have found that
early-maturing girls report the most dis-
satisfaction with their physical appear-
ance, a particularly sensitive indicator of
self-esteem among femaies. Social pres-
sures to begin dating and to disengage
emotionally from parents may create
additional problems for early-maturing
girls, Offer says.

Other research suggests that, unlike
their male counterparts, adolescent girls
often maintain close emotional ties to
their mothers that interfere with the
deveiopment of a sense of independence
and seli-confidence, Offer says. In addi-
tion, parents may interrupt and ignore
girls more than ‘boys as puberty pro-
gresses, according to observational
studies of families, directed by psycholo-
gist John B Hill of Virginia Common-
wealth University in Richimond.

espite these findings, the direc-
D tor of the most ambitious longi-

tudinal study of adolescent seli-
esteem to date says her {indings provide
little support for the substantial gender
gap outlined in the AAUW survey, which
took a single-point-in-time “snapshot” of
self-esteem.

During the 1970s, sociologist Roberta
G. Simmons of the University of Pitts-
burgh and her co-workers charted the
trajectory of self-esteem from grades 6
through 10 among more than 1,000 young-
sters attending public schools in Mil-
watkee and Baltimore. Simmons dis-
cusses the research in Moving Into
Adolescence (1987, Aldine de Gruyter),

Overall, adolescents reported a grad-
val increase in self-esteem as they got
older, she says, but many girls entering
junior high and high school did experi-
ence drops in feelings of confidence and
self-satisfaction.

Simmons agrees with Gilligan that ado-
lescent girls increasingly strive for inti-
macy with others, Large, impersonal jun-
ior high schools throw up a barrier to
intimacy that initially undermines girls’
self-esteem, Simmons asserts. As girls

find a circle of friends and a social niche,
their self-esteem gradually rebounds,
only to drop again when they enter the
even larger world of high school.

“We don't know if that last self-esteem
drop [in high school] was temporary or
permanent,” Simmons points out.

Asin the AAUW survey, Simmons’ team
found that black girls, as well as black
boys, consistently reported positive and
confident self-images.

But given the increased acceptance of
women in a wide variety of occupations
since the 1970s, Simmons expresses sur-
prise at how much the self-esteem ol girls
lagged behind that of boys in the AAUW
survey.

A new study of 128 youngsters pro-
gressing through junior high, described
in the February JOURNAL OF YOUTH AND
ADOLESCENCE, also contrasts with the
AAUW findings. The two-year, longitudi-
nal investigation reveals comparable
levels of self-esteem among boys and
girls, notes study director Barton I
Hirsch, a psychologist at Northwestern
University. Hirsch and his colleagues
used a global self-esteem measure much
like the one in the AAUW survey.

The researchers gathered self-reports
from boys and girls as the students
neared the end of sixth grade, then
repeated the process with the same
youngsters at two points during seventh
grade and at the end of eighth grade.
Students lived in a midwestern city and
came from poor or middle-class families.
Black children made up about one-quar-
ter of the sample.

In both sexes, about one in three
youngsters reported strong seif-esteem
throughout junior high school, the re-
searchers report. These individuals also
did well in school, maintained rewarding
friendships and frequently participated
in social activities.

Another third of the sample displayed
small increases in set-esteem, but their
overall psychological adjustment and ac-
ademic performance were no better than
those of the group with consistently high
self-esteem.

Chronically low self-esteem and school
achievement dogged 13 percent of the
students, who probably suffered from a
long history of these problems, Hirsch
says.

But the most unsettling findings came
from the remaining 21 percent of the
youngsters. This group — composed of
roughly equal numbers of boys and girls
—started out with high self-esteem, good
grades and numerous friends, but their
scores on these measures plunged dra-
matically during junior high, eventually
reaching the level of the students with
chronically low self-esteem.

The data offer no easy explanations for
the steep declines seen among one in five
study participants, Hirsch says. An exam-
ination of family life might uncover trau-
matic events that influenced the young-

sters’ confidence
and motivation,
but this remains
speculative, he

5ays.
One of the
most comprehen-

sive longitudinal
studies of the re-
lation between
child develop-
ment and family
life (SN: 8/19/89,
p.117) suggests
that particular
parenting styles
produce the most
psychologically
healthy teen-
agers. The find-
ings indicate that
parents who set
clear standards
for conduct and
allow freedom
within limits raise youngsters with the
most academic, emotional and social
competence,

Directed by psychologist Diana Baum-
rind of the University of California,
Berkeley, the ongoing study has followed
children from 124 families, most of them
white and middle-class. At three points in
the youngsters’ lives —ages 3, 10 and 15—
investigators assessed parental styles
and the children’s behavior at home and
school,

Baumrind assumes that self-esteem
emerges from competence in various
social and academic tasks, not vice versa.
For that reason, she and her colleagues
track achievement scores and trained
observers’ ratings of social and emo-
tional adjustment, not children’s self-re-
ports of how they feel about themselves.

In fact, Baumrind remains uncon-
vinced that girls experience lower seli-
esteem than boys upon entering adoles-
cence. Her study finds that girls in
elementary grades show a more caring
and communal attitude toward others,
while boys more often strive for domi-
nance and control in social encounters.
But by early adolescence, she maintains,
such differences largely disappear.

The gender-gap debate, however,
shows no signs of disappearing. In a
research field characterized by more
questions than answers, most investiga-
tors agree on one point. “Most kids come
through the years from 10 to 20 without
major problems and with ao increasing
sense of self-esteem,” Simmons observes.

Yet that trend, too, remains unex-
plained. “Perhaps the steady increase in
self-esteem noted in late adolescence
resuits more from progressive indoc-
trination into the values of society than
from increasing self-acceptance,” says
Robson. “We simply do not have the
empirical data necessary to resolve this
question.” 0




