JAMES A. BEANE

uring the past several years in-

creasing attention has been paid

to the role of self-concept and
self-esteem n schools. A substantial
and growing body of empirical evidence
suggests that self-perceptions are related
to various aspects of schooling, includ-
ing achievement, social status, partici-
pation, completion, perceptions of oth-
ers. and so on (Beane and others, 1981).
However. most of these studies have
| been conducted in the field of educa-
| tional psychology and do not address
| many issues relating to curriculum. [t
| remains for curriculum people to care-
fully consider the meaning of self-
concept/esteem research for curriculum
planning and development.

Self-Concept and Academic
Achievement

Much of the interest in self-concept and
esteem seems to grow out of their re-
ported relationship to academic achieve-
ment (Brookover and others, 1964;
Purkey, 1970, 1978). While research
has turned up consistently positive cor-
relations between these factors, we must
be careful to consider just how self-con-
cept and self-esteem are interpreted in
most studies.

Self-perceptions are multi-dimen-
sional. They consist of our self-feelings
regarding the many roles we play and
how competent we feel in them, as well
as our views of various personal attri-
butes such as physical features. Thus
when we talk about the self-concept and
self-esteem, we refer to a collage of
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self-views including self as peer, as son
or daughter, as learner, or as self in vir-
tually any role or attribute that is part of
one's life. Where correlations between

self-concept/esteem  and  academic
achievement reach significance, the re-
searcher most often 1s looking at self-
concept of ability in academics gener-
ally or in the specific subject area under
study; that is, how well the individual
thinks he or she can do in that area

Many studies attempt to correlate glo-
bal  self-perceptions to  academic
achievement and, as might be expected,
the results are typically not significant
(Rosenburg, 1979). In other words,
how well one does in an area, such as
mathematics, appears to have a great
deal to do with self-concept of ability in
that area, but probably little to do with
whether one thinks of self as a senerally
“‘good’’ (or ‘bad"’) person. That holds
true, no doubt, in affective areas of de-
velopment as well; how socially confi-
dent one feels probably has little to do
with how well one thinks one can do in
some other area. In sum, when we think
about the relationship between self-per-
ceptions and academic achievement, we
must be careful to remember that the
former are multi-dimensional and spe-

Self-Concept and Self-Esteem
as Curriculum Issues

Academic achievement is related to self perception, but improving
self-concept is an important goal for its own sake.

cific to appropriate or pertinent situa-
tions.

The point of all this 1s whether one
can improve academic achievement by
enhancing self-perceptions. This curric-
ulum issue requires two levels of analy-
sis. First, the needs theonies of Maslow
(1970), Raths (1972), and others sug-
gest that when young people are under
psychological or physiological duress in
school, they may well have academic
difficulties. Where duress 1s defined as
self-doubt or feelings of personal inade-
quacy due to vanious hidden curriculum
features (such as stereotyping or puni-
tive sanctions), we may conclude that
achievement, including  academic
achievement, is influenced indirectly by
general self-perceptions. Thus at one
level academic achievement may be
enhanced by helping leamners feel
personally comfortable and secure in
school. However, how well one does in
a particular area depends largely on
self-concept of ability in that area

Self-concept of ability may be influ-
enced in one of two ways. First, hidden
curriculum features in the specific situa-
tion, such as teacher expectations, class
climate and the like, may help or hin-
der. If negative, the removal of such
barriers may influence achievement by
helping learners feel they have a place
and are accepted. Second, self-concept
of ability is largely influenced by previ-
ous achievement (Bloom, 1980). If we
want learners to feel they can succeed,
we must help them to actually experi-
ence success. Merely telling leamers
they can succeed 1s not enough; admon-
ishments of that sort wear thin after a
few failures. The chicken-or-egg ques-
tion involved in the relationship be-
tween self-perceptions and academic
achievemnent is a topic of some debate in
the self-concept field. In the end, it ap-
pears that self-concept of ability influ-
ences achievement and achievement in-
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fluences  self-concept  of  ability;
understanding this interaction 1s essen-
tial in developing curriculum plans that
capitalize on their relationship.

Self-Perceptions as Goals

The curmculum field has long recog-
nized that schools have a responsibility
for promoting growth and development
in all three domains—cognitive, psy-
chomotor, and affective. While most of
the recent talk about self-perceptions in
school  has  focused on  academic
achievement, the affective responsibil-
ity of schools requires that self-percep-
tons be thought of in a larger sense. In
other words, school goals ought to in-
clude enhancement of self-perceptions
in terms of human development beyond
mere academic concerns.

To help learners in this area. the cur-
riculum should lead toward clanfication
of self-concept, improvement of self-
esteem, and clanfication of the values
upon which self-esteem 1s based. Re-
lated to these goals are several other
more specific purposes of the curnicu-
lum: to develop internal locus of con-
trol, self-direction, independence. and
responsibility.  Unfortunately schools
tend to be custodial institutions that pro-
mote dependence of the individual on
externally imposed rules and regula-
tions. Procedures for grouping, grading,
regulating movement, and so on are es-
sentially control devices by which the
school encourages deference to the in-
stitution.

To reverse this unsavory situation,
educators need to systematically reform
the hidden curriculum that is defined by
the control features of the school. The
development of clear, positive, and ade-
quate self-perceptions compels us to
find ways to involve learmers in gover-
nance of school life, to give learmers a
say in curriculum plans, to provide op-
portunities for learmners to pursue their
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““Probably the best and
most appropriate means for
adults to ‘measure’ learner
self-perceptions is through
clarifying discussions with
students and by observing

their behavior.”’

own personal agendas. and generally to
develop the kind of ““invitational ™" envi-
ronment charactenzed by Purkey (1978}
and others.

“Visible™" curmiculum plans need to
include direct attempts to enhance self-
perceptions. The typical subject-cen-
tered cumculum approach either ig-
nores the leamer as a feeling human
being or leaves affective development to
chance (although the hidden curmculum
continues to function by more than
chance alone). More emphasis needs 10
be placed on use of the problems-and-
needs approaches that have a long-
standing tradition in the cumculum
field (Hopkins. 1941. Krug. 1957:
Stratemeyer and others. 1957: Alberty
and Alberty. 1962 Macdonald and oth-
ers, 1965). These approaches help
learners develop understanding and
competence in dealing with social prob-
lems and the immediate human needs
they face in their present lives.

Perhaps as the curmiculum field en-
gages in its current reconsideration of
general education. 1t ought to look to its
own history regarding theory and re-
search and practice of these approaches.
Since they deal directly with the sources
and content of self-perceptions. meeting
the affective responsibility for enhanc-
ing self-perception virtually requires
their use.

Implementing Self-Enhancing
Curriculum Plans

Planning 1s of questionable value unless
it leads to action: in this case the imple-
mentation of self-enhancing curmiculum
plans. Several key points are worth not-
ing regarding appropnate actions

First, the content and view of objec-
tives must transcend the present preoc-
cupation with strict behavioral and
performance-based formats. When cur-
riculum action is concerned with self-
concept and esteem, recognition of
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their diverse and individual nature 1s
critical. As objectives are pursued,
learners may find many personal mean-
ings in various activities and resources.
Limiting the nature of acceptable learn-
ing through specified behavior or per-
formance is antithetical to the diversity
of self-perceptions that learners possess.
A more promising approach to objec-
tives is the ‘‘expressive’” objectives
form that Eisner (1969) has proposed.
Expressive objectives suggest activities
that leave open the range of personal
meanings that may result. Furthermore,
objectives should overtly aim at enhan-
cing self-perceptions. In problems-and-
needs approaches, the overall purpose
1s rooted in self-concept and esteem. In
situations where the subject approach
predominates. objectives should relate
whatever content is involved to the real
lives of learners.

Second, the kinds of activities used in
teaching-learning situations must take
on forms different from those generally
practiced. Typically, activities aimed at
enhancing self-perceptions are con-
ducted in special time blocks set aside
from the rest of the school program. The
usual form involves small-group discus-
sions or simulations once or twice per
week over the course of a semester (or
less) for roughly 20 to 45 minutes each.
Lockwood (1978) has concluded that
these activities are largely ineffective.
This should come as no surprise since
students probably recognize the situa-
tions are artificial. Again we might ex-
pect more success if the matter of self-
perceptions permeated the whole curric-
ulum through new ways of thinking
about curricular approaches.

Perhaps some educators shy away
from this because they fear that self-
concept is a risky issue for learners or
themselves. Granted, teachers are usu-
ally not sophisticated psychologists, but
self-perception activities do not have to
involve public self-exposure of deep
feelings. Much progress may be made
simply by developing activities and pro-
jects that in their normal course encour-
age learners to think about themselves
and to develop feelings of belonging
and self-worth. Further, students must
always have the right to remain silent
regarding the nature of their personal
feelings.

Activities that might be used to en-
hance self-perceptions are not only
“‘safe’’ but numerous (Beane and
Lipka, in press). They include teacher-
pupil planning, cooperative learning,
peer tutoring, multi-age interaction,

self-evaluation, out-of-school activities,
community service projects, and others.
The implementation of these activities
should be a serious concern of curricu-
lum developers

How to measure self-concept is the
subject of some debate. While numer-
ous commercially available instruments
purport to measure self-concept or self-
esteem, they involve items which may
not reflect the dimensions of self that
are important to learners. Also, they are
developed and essentially designed for
large sample research purposes and are
not really appropriate for individuals
and small groups in teaching-learning
situations. Probably the best and most
appropriate means for adults to “‘meas-
ure'" learner self-perceptions is through
clanifying discussions with students and
by observing their behavior. Care must
be taken, however, not to simply infer
how a learner feels in a situation on the
basis of how we might feel. Youngsters
who are left out of a group may be
happy or sad about their status depend-
ing on their values. To be certain, learn-
ers must be consulted personally. They
might also-record their own self-percep-
tion changes in private logs, journals,
and the like. Not only may these serve
as a means of developing self-evalua-
tion skills, but also as a record for stu-
dents to review as they engage in clari-
fying discussions with the teacher.
Self-perceptions can be identified, but
procedures for that purpose must recog-
nize the personal and temporal nature
of self-views. The matter of self-per-
ceptions has no place in the tradi-
tional grading system used in most
schools. In fact that grading system
itself 1s often debilitating to students’
self-esteem.

If self-perception is to be a critical
curriculum issue, educators will need to
devote more attention to the personal
lives of students both in and out of
school and use curriculum plans as a
means to syncretize the many sources of
self-images that learners must process:
family, peers, school, media, and so on.
Being young these days is a very diffi-
cult experience; young people need, and
deserve, schools that will help them
develop self-worth.

In order to be of real value, however,
the enhancement of self-concept must
be a major agenda item for the school,
and a major issue in curriculum plan-
ning and development. To be serious
about self-concept simply because of its
relationship to academic achievement is
just not enough. The curriculum field

must pursue this issue in the context of
its longstanding commitment to affect-
ive education, realizing that the task
will require our most sophisticated
skills. This 15 not the “*soft’ side of the
curriculum; 1t 1s the crucial side. B
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