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This study was designed to investigate the effect of

situational variables on the persistence of 6-year-old children from
varying socioeconomic and educational backgrounds. Subjects were 24
male and 24 female children selected randomly from each of four
groups of first grade Negro children: one group of advantaged
children who had attended preschool and three groups of disadvantaged
chiidren whose preschool background varied. In the test-like
situation, nine block designs were administered from the Kohs Elock
Design series to provide relatively insoluble tasks to measure
persistence. The difficulty level of the task was describe~d to each
chilid who was tested individually under conditions of reward and

non-reward.

Expectations based on the effects of socioesconomic and

preschool experience differences in background uf the four siubject
groups were not met. Also unsubstantiated were the expectations about
the situational variables of reward presence and absence or set for

task difficulty.

Implications of the findings and possible design

changes are discussed. (WY)
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INFLUENCE OF SUBJECT AND SITUATIONAL VARIABLES ON THE
PERSISTENCE OF FIRST GRADE CHILDREN IN A TEST-LIKE SITUATION
Corinne C. Mumbauer

George Peabody College for Teachers

Many studies have documented middle class-lower class differences in apparent
motivation to achieve. Superior middle class performance has been observed on the
variety of indices of achievement motivation such as amount of achievement fantasy
(Atkinson, 1958),levels of aspiration (Crockett,1966) and persistence in a test-like
situation (Douvan, 1966). While most of the research has been with adolescent and
adult populations, Atkinson (1958) hypothesized that the achievement motive probably
‘develops between the ages of five and nine, Unfortunately few studies have focused
on the development of this motive in young children,

One reason for the pausity of developmental research in this area has been the
difficulty of measuring achievement motivation. Typically Ss have been asked to tell
stories in response to standardized pictures or have been reciuired to respond to question-

naires (Atkinson, 1958; Atkinson and Feather, 1966). Obviously the utility of these
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two testing methods is limited for use with young children, particularly those from
disadvantaged backgrounds, Recently developed theory and research suggest other
performance mea;ures which can be used to refleét differences in achievement moti~
vation,

Persistence in a test~like situation is one behavior which has been shown to reflect
the need to achieve (Feather, 1966). Atkinson and Feather (1966) theorized and
found data to support their notion that subjects who have a high level of motivation to
achieve success an.d those who have high needs to avoid failure will respond differently
to situational variables such as whether the task has been characterized as difficult
or easy. It was found (Feather, 1966) that adult Ss with high need achievement pef-
sisted longer when told the test was easy than when told it was hard, The reverse
pottern was found in Ss who had been classified as having a high need to avoid failure,
Thus persistence ir a test-like situation was influer.ced by the interaciion of situational
and motivational variables,

Another situational variable was found by Douvan (1966) to effect persistence. She
found that the presence or absence of a concrete reward had a differential impact on
the persistence of lower and middle class adolescents, She found that while middle
class children persisted regardless of the presence of the reward, lower class adoles~
cents made an extended effort to achieve only when the offer of an objective reward
was present,

This study was designed to explore the effect of situational variables on the per-
sistence of first grade children from varying socioeconomic and educational back-
grounds, Of particular interest was the persistence of the group of disadvantaged Es

who had attended the DARCEE preschool for 2 1/2 years prior to entering first grade,



A middle class group of children was included along with two other comparison groups
of disadvantaged Ss. One of the later had attended some type of preschool during

the year preceding first grade while the other had had no preschool experience. On
the basis of findings cf research with older Ss it was expected that the level of need
for achievement would be higher in the middle class group than in the disadvantaged
group. Because of the emphasis on persistence and the effort to encourage the develop~
ment of achievement motivation in the DARCEE preschool program, Ss from that pro-
gram were expected to persist in a manner more similar to middle class Ss than to
disadvantaged Ss from other backgrounds., Two situational variables were manipulated,
The first of these was the difficulty level of the task as described to the child, The
second was the presence or absence of the offer of a concrete reward., Expectations
about the influences of these variables were formed on the basis of the previously
described work of Feathei (1966) and Douvar (1966). Middle class and DARCEE Ss
were expected to persist longerlon tasks described as easy than disadvantaged Ss
without the DARCEE preschoo’! experience, The presence of a concrete reward was
expected to increase the persistence of non-DARCEE disadvantaged Ss but to have

little effect on DARCEE or middle class Ss.

Subiec ts

24 male and 24 female children were selected randomly from each of four groups
of first grade Negro children, The first of these four groups was composed of middle
class or advantaged children. This group was mixed iin terms of whether or not its
members had attended a preschool prior to first grade. The remaining three groups

were disadvantaged children whose preschool backgrounds varied. Orie group had



attended the DARCEE preschool for two and a half years. The second group had
attended public school kindergarten during the year prior to first grade and the third

group had had no preschool experience.

Appa ratys

A level Z block design was chosen from the Kohs Block Design series to provide
the relatively insoluable task to measure persistence. In addition, a very simple paper
and pencil maze was used so that all Ss wouid be able to complete the last problem
successfully. The set of nine Kohs blocks was presented to the S with the level X
design.

Small, colorfully wrapped packages containing approximately 3 cents worth of
candy were present and visible in a shallow cardboard carton throughout the testing

for §s in the reward condition.

Procedure

Each of two female Negro E's tested an equal number of males and females in each
treatment condition. All Ss were tested individually, An equal number of male and
female Ss from each of the four populations, middle class, DARCEE disadvantaged, dis-
advantaged no kindergarten, disadvantaged-public kindergarten were randomly assigned
to each of the cells of a 2 (reward~non reward) X 2 (hard-easy set) design.

All Ss were told that they were going to be given a test and should try to do their
best on it, Subjects in the hard set condition were told that the first problem was
very hard, so hard that most children in their class could not éef it. They were again
asked to do their best on this first problem and to be sure and tell the E when they were

ready to go to the next problem, Similar instructions were given to Ss in the Easy set

i



condition with the exception that they were told that the first problem on the test

was very easy, It was explained that most children in their class were able to do

the first problem on the test, All Ss were given the very simple design as the second

and last prol;lem to attempt, They thereby ended the test with a success experience,
Subjects in the Reward condition were shown a box of small colorfully wrapped

packages prior to beginning the first problem and told that if they did weil on the

task, they would win a prize, |t was explained that if they did well enough to win

the prize, they would receive it along with the rest of the winners after all the child-

ren in their class had taken the test. All Ss in the non-reward condition were tested

prior to Ss in the reward condition to prevent confamination of non-reward Es'expec-

tancies by peers.

Results

A 4 (Subject groups) X 2 (Hard-Easy Set) X 2 (Reward-Non Reward) analysis of
variance was performed on log transformations of the number of seconds each S persisted
on the first problem, No differences significant at the ., 05 level or beyond were
found for any of the main effects or interactions,

A 2 (Hard-Easy Set) X 2 (Reward-Non Reward) analysis of variance was carried
out separately on log trunsformation of the seconds Ss persisted on the first problem for -
each of the four Subject groups. Again no F's were significant at the .05 level or

beyond for main effects or interactions for any of the four analyses,

Discussion

Expectations abcut the effects of socioeconomic and preschool experience dif-

ferences in backgrounds of the four subject groups were not met, Also unsubstantiated




by the data were the expectations about the influence of the situational variables of
concrete reward presence and absence or set for task difficulty,

Such results make it difficult to draw conclusions regarding the potencies of the
independent variables, Although variables such as presence of a concrete reward
and task difficulty set have had significant impacts with older Ss (Douvan, 1966;
Feather, 1966), they may have little influence on the performance of six-vear-olds,
On the other hand, many achievement type differences have been found among
children from varying socioeconomic backgrounds so it was surprising not to see dif-
ferences reflected on this measure, This leads to speculation about the effects of
the study's design on outcome,

Insufficient Ss may have been included in each cell. The power of the F test
with an n of six per cell may have been insufficient to detect differences actually
present in performance, No time limit was placed on the Ss problem-solving effort,
therefore, variance was large, A design which limited time _S_s were allowed to per-
sist might have reduced error variance and thereby increased the probability of
identifying group differences. Further,the impact of the variables included in this
study may not appear in the performance of six-year-olds but may influence the
behavior of older children, |t appears that the questions which led to this investiga~
tion remain unanszered. Further research incarporating design changes suggested

above appears to be warranted,
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