DOCUMENT RESUME

ED O64 624 CcG 007 157

AUTHOR Ford, W. Scott; Muse, Donald

TITLE Self-Concept and Students' Future Educational
Plans.

INSTITUTION Florida State Univ., Tallahassee. Inst. for Social
Research.

PUB DATE Apr 72

NOTE 23p.; Paper presented at the annual meeting of the

American FEducational Research Association in Chicago,
Illinois on April 3-7, 1972

EDRS PRICE MF-30.65 HC-$3.29

DESCRIPTORS *Aspiration; Career Planning; *Educational Planning;
High School Students; Identification (Psychological);
Junior College Students; Morale; *Occupational
Aspiration; *Self Concept; *Self Concept Tests; Self
Esteem; Self Evaluation

ABSTRACT

This paper presents findings on the relationship
between the social psychological dimension, students' self concept,
and the students!' future educational rlans. The authors used a scale
which measures whether an individual's self-ccncept is characterized
by a mastery over his personal life or by a sense of futuristic
fatalism. The research findings reported are based upon survey data
obtained from over 3,300 students from Dade County, Florida, 930
graduating junior college students and 2,453 high school students.
The results indicate that, excepting for some minority group
students, the self-concept of high school seniors and junior college
graduates is positively associated with their parent's socioeconomic
status (as measured by income). It was also fcund that the morxe
positive a student's self-image, the more likely he is to have
" long-range" educational plans. The authors conclude that research
could be profitably undertaken to fv ther examine the relationship
between the self-concept of high school-age students and their
educational rlans and careers. (Author/BWw)



-

ce 007 157

SELF-CONCEPT AND STUDENTS' FUTURE EDUCATIONAL PLANS

ED 064624

W. Scott Ford and Donald Muse
Institute for Social Research
Florida State University

U.S. OEPARTMENT OF HEALTH.
ECUCATION & WELFARE
'FFICE OF EDUCATION
THIS DOCUMENT HAS BEEN REPRO-
DUCED EXACTLY AS RECEIVED FROM
THE PERSON OR ORGANIZATION ORIG-
INATING IT POINTS OF VIEW OR OPIN-
IONS STATED DO NOT NECESSARILY
REPRESENT OFFICIAL OFFICE OF EDU-
CATION POSITION OR POLICY

Prepared for a Discussion Session &% The 1972
Annual Meetings of The American Educational
Research Association
April 3-T7 Chicago, Illinois




SELF-CONCEPT AND STUDENTS' FUTURE EDUCATIONAL PLANS*

In the past decade, there has been a definite rekindling of in-
terest in the relationship between self-concept and behavior among social
scientists. This is especially true among those interested in students'
Plans and achievements. Whereas the development of empiricel indicators
of social-psychological phenomena is probably partially responsible for
this increased interest, agreement has arisen among many educational
researchers interested in long-range, gfoal-oriented behavior that there
is a theoretical need for such an integrating construct.} For example,
there is considerable evidence in the literature to demonstrate the impact
of socio-economic origins an academic ability on st ilents' post-high
school plans and achievements.Z In addition to the influence of these
background factors, certain social-psychological dimensions are also
acquired differentially by students. Together these factors influence
students' educational aspirations and attainments. In this paper, we
present recent findings on the relationship between one of these social
psychological dimensions, students' self-concept, and the students' future

educational plans.

*This is an abbreviated version of a paper to be submitted by the
authors for publication. The data are taken from the Miami-Dade Student
Survey (spring, 1970) conducted by the Institute for Social Research at
Florida State University and directed by the first author.



Conceptualization and Measurement

The authors view self-concept as a product of the socialization
process, especially as it operates in the home, school and neighborhood.
Our current analysis, however, is not of the emergence of self-concept,
but rather of how it affects behavior once developed. Therefore, we
adopt the conceptual position *hat a student's self-concept has become
a relatively stable personality component by the time he reaches senior
high school. This is not to argue that self-concept is immutable beyond
this age, nor to endorse a position approaching an "attitude-first"
(self-concept-first!) stance. Our position is generally congruent with
Parsons' recent work on self-image wherein he sees it as a stable or
"fixed sub-system of personality.3

Self-concept is viewed, then, as a social-psychological phenomenon
through which structural and contextual factors (i.e., those factors usuelly
treated as independent variables such as SES) affect behavior. More
specifically, we adopt and partially test the position that self-concept
is an intervening varigble between background factors and educational
career plans. Hence we are arguing that a student's self-concept, once
established, operates as an important independent factor affecting in-school
achievement and post~graduation aspirations and plans.

A number of theoretical discussions and empirical studies suggest

that this conceptual framework might be utilized in the context of

educational career choices, i.e., whether or not to attend college and,

if so, what kind of school to atterd. Rosenberg (1965) demonstrated that



self-concept significantly affects students' occupational choice and

N

their participation in extracurricular activities. In the same year,
Brookover found & strong association between self-concept and student
achievement.5 The following year, in his widely publicized and influ-
ential study of educational opportunities, Coleman argued that not only
are self-perceptions affected by such things as parents' socioeconomic
status, but they are important in determining academic achievement, in
and of themselves.

Self-concept can be measured in a number of ways. We view self-
concept as comprised of analytically distinct dimensions or a series of

"selves." This is essentially the conceptualization of Cottrell who,
among others, has argued that a multi-dimensional concept of self facili-
tates the integration of current findings with earlier findings and with

other theoretical fram.eworks.7

The authors used a scale developed by
Campbell and his associates. It measures whether an individual's self-
concept is characterized by a mastery over his personal life or by a
sense of futuristic fa.talism.8 Each scale item consists of a statement
about one's self to which the respondent reacts by checking one of four
responses: sStrongly agree, agree, disagree, strongly disagree. The
analysis reported here makes use of the respondent's total scoref Inter-
pretation of the resulting scale is simple: the higher an individual's

score, the greater his self-confidence.9

The Survey

The research ndings reported here are based upon survey data



obtained frcm over 3,300 students from Dade County (Miami), Florida: 930
gradueting junior college students and 2,453 high school seniors. The
questions to which students were asked to respond concerning their future
educational plans were timely; the data were collected late in the spring
term several weeks before graduation.

The junior college population consisted of 1,312 associate degree
registrants at Miami-Dade Junior College--Florida's largest two-year
school. A questionnaire was mailed to each student. Two follow-up
letters were mailed to non-respondents. The receipt of 930 usable
questionnaires represents a T2 percent response rate. A follow-up on
non-respondents showed that they were not atypical of respondents.

The high school population consisted of the nearly 14,000 public
school seniors in Dade County. A one-in-five (20 percent) proportionate
random sample was drawn and trained fieldworkers administered the
questionnaires in each preselected cless. Attrition was minimal; most of
it occurred due to absenteeism or incomplete questionnaires. Dispropor-
tionate degrees of neither were found at any school or any one of the six
county school districts.

The questionnaire used for both student groups was essentially the
same. It consisted of approximately 75 items, and, in addition to re-
porting their actual future educational plans and the schools they chose
to attend (if any), students provided information on their family socio-
economic status, perceived sources of influence with respect to their
educational careers, choice of major sublect, etc. The Junior college

and high school questionnaires were pretested at another Florida public



Junior college and in the Dade Councy »arochial school system, respectively.
The scale itens which comprised the measure of students' self-concept
were included as the last questions on both questionnaires. Virtually all

of the students (99 percent) completed these questions.

Primary Relationship

Our data support the treatment of seclf-concept as an intervening
mechanism between parental socioeconomic status (here measured by income)
and students' educational career plans. Table 1 reveals that as parental
income increases, student self-concept also increases. Tests for sig-
nificance indicate that the observed differenccs between several pairs of
means are significant at the .05 level. In both the Junior college
populz2tion and the high :ichool sanmple, self-concept is postively associated
with poarental. inccre.

((TABLE 1 HERE))

Prior to data snalysis, we hypothesized that there would be a similar
relationship between self-concept and college plans to that found between
parcutal income acd self-concept: as self-concept increases, college plans
become more "long-range." Table II indicate- that this is the case. As
shown, the meen self-concept score for high school students ranges from a
low of 1L4.02 for those who expect to drop out of school to a high of 16.25
for those planning to go directly to a four year college or university.

The means for those expecting to drop out or to stop after high school ere

not significantly different from one another.lo

Similarly, the three means
of the cotegnri:s includiig students who plan to acquire four years of

college are not significeatly different from one another. The means of



those planning vocational school end those planning to stop after two
years at jJunior college are not significantly different from each other.
((TABLE II HERE))

We suggest, on the basis of these findings, and in terms of students’
self-concept, that there are three groups among high schoolers: (1) those
who plan no post-high school education; (2) those who plan to get some
vocational training after graduating from high school or to finish their
education with a Junior college degree; and (3) those who plan four years
or more of college beyond high school. The data for the junior college
graduates show the same pattiern between the second and third categories.l1

The reader has probably noticed while looking at Tables I and II that
nmean self-concept scores for junior college degree candidates appear
consistently higher than the scores for the high school seniors. Table III
confirns this observation. Some authors have suggested that such observed
differences ere due to the fact that successfully completing additional
Years of schooling causes students to have more positive self—image.12
Whereas, at first glance, this might appear to apply with regard to our
respondents, a closer look at the data suggests an alternative interpretation.

((TABLE III HERE)

The mean self-concept score for high school seniors who plan to go
on to Junior college is 15.69. Comparing this mean to the overall mean
for the junior college cohort (15.84), we find that the difference is not
statistically significant. We suggest that what is occurring is a process

of selection: s8tudents with higher self-concepts proceed through the

educatioaal system, while students with lower self-concepts select

e



themselves out of the system. Trent and Medsker, among others, argue that
student motivation is a factor often related to both entrance and
persistance in post-scconda .y schools.13 Our results appear to be comple-

mentary to theirs.lh

Research utilizing longitudinal designs is required
before we can make more conclusive statements regarding this selection
phenomenon. Nevertheless, we “eel that our data support the conceptualiza-
tion of a relatively fired self-concept which plays a significant role in
determining students' educational plans.

Self Concept and Campus Choice

Different colleges and universities provide different campus activities
in addition to different academic climstes. In other analysis of the
Miami-Dade Student Survey data, we found that students were aware of
liffercnces in the sevices _rovided by college, and that this awareness
affected their choicc of college and ma,jor.15 How, if at all, do students’
21f-concepts affect their choices of college activities? In general, our
i2ta (Table IV) show no significant rclationships between self-concept and
particular cempus 'uxtra-curricula” activities. There are, however, two
interesting exceytions. For the high school seniors, the only statistically
significant difference is cne betwecen the low mean self-concept score
of students interested in activities concerning future careers and the
relatively high score of students interested in social activities and
sports. Turning to the Junior college degree candidates, the only statis-
tically significaont difference is between the low mean score of students
interested in gctting to know others ¢+<d the high score of those interested

in campus political activities and activities directly related to the

students future careers!
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( (TABLE IV HERE))

Earlier in this paper, we crgued that the difference between high
school and junior college students' plans is partially the result of a
selection process. Therefore, it seems reasonable that there would be
some lack of similarity in the activities sought by the two groups of
students. It appears, for example, that students with positive self-
images and interests in social activities and sports will enter Junior
colleges less frequently after high schocol. On the other hand, high
school students with high self-concepts and interests in business activ-
ities are more likely to enter Junior colleges. Our tentative explanation
appears to be congruent to a prevalent image of the Junior college as an
institution which is particularly attractive to students interested in
business and vocational careers and of four year universities as insti-
tutions especially attractive to students who anticipate social activities

and sporting events.

Self-Concept and the Plans of Minority Students

The self-concept of minority group students and the role it plays
in academic echievement and persistence in school is a topic of increasing
interest to students of education. Our sample contained a number of

Black and Spanish-speaking students.16

In analyses presented elsewhere,
it was demonstrated that as family income rises, the demand for local

two year colleges and universities tend to decrease. For the Black and
Spanish-speaking students in our sample, the demand for a local coilege

appears unrelated to parental income. In other words, minority group

students, regardless of their parental income, register an even stronger

9
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preference for attending local colleges than dvo students in general.
Interestingly, self-concept appears to be related to their preference
(Table V).
((TABLE V HERE))

Table V shows the preferences of minority group students for local
and non-local colleges according to their self-concepts. It is clear
that the relationship betveen self-concept and the location of students'
"first choice” college is similar for high school and junior college
degree candidates. Black and Spanish-speaking students who select local,
metropolitan Miami, schoolc have a lower self-concept than those students
who choose to leave the area to continue their ecucation. For both groups
of high school seniors, the m.an self-concept score of students selecting
local two year community colleges is lower than the score of those choosing
2 local four Year university, and it is lower still than the self-image
of seniors who plan to attend college outside the metropolitan area. The
differences between those selecting local Junior colleges as a first choice
and those selecting non-local, ii- ‘tate colleges is statistically signif-
icant for both minority group students. Table V also shows that Black
and Spanish—speé*king Junior college graduates who plan to transfer to
non-local colleges and universities have more positive self-concepts than
their classmates who plan to transfer to a local school. Again, these
differences are statistically significa.nt.17

Minority group responses reveal other interesting findings. For
example, there are no signiiicant differences between the mean self-

concept scores of Black, Spanisi-speaking and White Junior college degree

10
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Y.z strants. Given the fact that the parental income of Black candidates
is considerably less than that of the respondents parental incomes in
general, we conclude that these "succsssful" students do not dispropor-
tionately come from middle and upper-middle class Black families, as oée
might expect. This findiang lends support to our earlier argument for
students in g~neral: students with "poor" self-concepts drop out of the
education system while those with positive self-concepts are more likely

to obtain their degrees.

Minority Proximity and Plans

Spanish-speaking students are overrepresented in the group of students
interested in "high-priced" colleges--particularly the University of
Miami. Thirty-two percent of these Junior college degree candidates plan
to tranfer to Miami, whereas the total percentage of Spanish-speaking
students in this population is 16.8. Examination of the parental incomes
of Spanish-speaking students planning tc attend the University of Miami
showed that it is similar to the income for students in general. This is
surprising since Miami is clearly a comparatively expensive school to
attend. Similar exeminations of the employment, reasons for staying in
metropolitan Miami and preferred college activities of this student sub-
group failed to show any significant differences from the general sample.

Two-thirds of the Spanish-speaking students interested in the Univer-
sity of Miami attend the South Campus of Miami-Dade Junior College--the
cempus closest to the University. We conclude that there are two plausible

explanations for the overrepfesentation of Spanish-spesking students in

11



the group of students interested in Miami: (1) Although the self-
concepts of these degree candidates do not differ statistically from
their classmatas, Cuban-born students come from middle class and
professionel families. These families may very well encourage their
offspring to attend & more expensive private university. (2) The
proximity of the university to the Spanish-speaking urban neighborhoods
and to the campus they currently attend attracts students to the Uni-
versity of Miami. ™iese students apparently perceive substantial non-
pecuniary benefits by living at home and commuting to a nearby college.
Our deta suggest that similar relationships may hold for the Black
Junior college respondeats.18 Of those Black students who plan to
continue their education beyond junior college, nearly two-thirds (64
percent) plan to attend a "locel" (within 30 miles) college or university.
One third of these students go to the University of Miami. Three
fourths of the Black students attend the Miemi-Dade North campus--the
campus closest to the predominartly Black neighborhoods within the
metropolitan area. The fact that a majority of students planning to go
to Florida Atlantic University (nerth of metropoliten Miami) are from
the North campus, again suggests the relative importance of proximity.
On the whole, Black graduates are typical of the junior college student
group, except that they tend to come from lower income families and
more frequently plan to re-ain in the metropolitan area to continue
their schooling.lg
The importance of proximity of a local college as & determinant of

student choice recurs throughout the analysis of the Miami-Dade Student

Q 12
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Survey. From our analysis of minority group students, it appears
that proximity may be even more important to these students and their
families in determining where they will go to college, or, in fact, if

they will attend college at ell.

Summary

Our analysis shows that, excepting for some minority group
students, the self-concept of high sr00l seniors and Junior college
graduates is positively associated with their parents' socioeconomic
status (as measured by income). We also f~und that the more positive a
student's self-image, the more likely he is to have "long-range"
educational plans. High school graduates can be divided into three
categories: by self-concept and plans those who plan no further formal
education after high school; those who plan to get vocational training
after high school or complete their education with a junior college
degree; and those who plan at least four years of college, regardless of
whether or not this includes transferring from a two-year school. Data
on junior college graduates show a similar pattern with respect to post
Junior college plans.

Our findings lend support tc those studies which treat students'
self-concept as an intervening mechanism--in this case intervening
between students socioeconomic background and their future educational
plans. In addition, we conclude that a selection process occurs whereby
students with higher self-concepts proceed through the educational system

while those with lower self-images select themselves out of the system.
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This applies for minority group students as well. For example, the group
of Black Junior college graduates have as positive self-concepts as

their classmates, despite that fact that their families' incomes are low
in comparison to the parental income of other students' families.

With a few interesting exceptions, we found no evidence to suggest
that the self-concept of high school or Junior college students is signif-
icantly related to the kind of "extra curricula" college activities
vhich they choose to pursue. High school seniors with positive self-
concepts, having interests in social activities and collegiate sports,
appear more likely to choose four year universities. Students with
positive self-images and interest in business related careers more often
choose local Junior colleges.

The demand for local two year colleges does not decrease as family
income rises for Black and Spanish-speaking students. Despite the fact
that the perental income of Spanish-speaking students is not significantly
different from other students, Spanish-speaking students are overrepresented
among those interested in attending the comparatively expensive University
of Miami. Our analysis suggests that Miami's close proximity to these
students' ethnic neighborhood and to the cempus they currently attend is
an important factor in explaining this phenomenon. Proximity also accounts
for the choice of a majority of Black Junior college graduates who prefer
to attend local colleges and universities.

The authors conclude that research could be profitably undertaken
to further examine the relationship between the self-concept of high

school-age students and their educationsl plans and careers. Much of the

14
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educational research on self-concept has examined either the developmental
aspects of this phenomenon (during early school years) or the effects
different types of classroom ervironments have upon self-concept. In

other words, students' self-concept has most frequently been viewed as a
dependent variable. The analysis presented here supports a recent body

of literature which argues that, as students mature, self-concept is best
viewed as an intervening mechanism. Further, within certain student sub-
groups, it appears that the understanding of the determination of educational
plans could be considerably furthered by the examination of self-concept

as an independent variable.
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NOTES

1. For a discussion of this position see Muzafer Sherif, "Self-
Concept," in Internationzl Encyclopedia of The Social Sciences, Vol. 1k,
MacMillan and Free Press, 1968.

2. Some of this literature is discussed, with particulur emphasis
upon the inequality of educational opportunities in William H. Sewell,
"Inequality of Opportunity for Higher Education," American Sociological
Review 36 (October, 1571), pp. T93-809.

3. Talcott Parsons, "The Position of Identity in the General Theory
of Action," in Chad Gordon and Kenneth Gergen, (eds.), The Self in Social
Interaction, New York: John Wiley, 1968, pp. 11-23.

. Morris Rosenberg, Society and the Adclescent Self-Image, Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1965, Chapters 10-12.

5. Wilbu: Brookover, et. al.. 3elf-Coacept of Achievement and School
Ability, East Lensing, Michigan: Bureau of Educational Services, 1965.

6. James S. Coleman, et. al., Equality of Educational Opportunity,
Washington, D.C.: U. S. Government Printing Office, 1966, Chapters 3 and k.
7. Leonard S. Cottrell, "Interpersonal Interaction and the Devel-

opment of the Self," pp. 543-570 in David Goslin (ed.), Handbook of
Socialization Theory and Research, Chicago: Rand McNally, 1969.

8. These are the same scale items first vsed in The American Voter
survey. Angus Campbell, The American Voter, New York: John Wiley, 1960.
For a discussion of the scale's subsequent use see J. P. Robinson, et. al.,
Measures of Political Attitudes, Ann Arbor: Institute for Social
Research, 1968, po. 649-660.

9. An item analysis revealed that two of the seven scale items had
less than satisifectory (.05) alpha levels. These two items were omitted
in order to maimized internel consistency and reliability. The resulting
five item scale, based on onc through four rational weights, is used in
all our analyses., T.e scale has a range from O - 20, from lowest self-
concept to highest self-concept.

10. The .05 level -f significance is used thrcughout. The significance
of observed differences between means was tested using the t test for
differences between means.

11. This analysis has interesting implications for those systems of

higher education that are cornsidering or developing second two-year
undergraduate universities ("senior vaiversities"). Florida is a forerunner
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in this respect; a major senior university is scheduled to open in
metropolitan Miami in the fall of 1972. Students in the survey who
Plan to attend & senior university after Junior college do not differ,
in terms of self-concept, frum those who plan to transfer to a four
year university. These students have significantly higher self-
concepts than their counterparts who plan no further education beyond
Junior college.

12. Wherewus there is considerable evidence of changes in self-
concept in the early school years, for exemple see P. P. Yeatts,
Developmental Changes in Self-Concept of Children Grades 3 - 12,
Gainesville: £floride Educational Resesrch and Develonment Council,

1967, pp. 19-37, little evidence is uveilable to show that, beyond the
early years, additionel years of schooling changes self-concept to a
significant degree. Campbell, op. cit., pp. 516-519, does disagree

with this position, but he does so from data coullected after individuals
had completed their educatioin and without reference to educational plans.

13. James W. Trant and Leland L. Medsker, Beyond High School,
Berkeley: Cecnter for Research and Developuent in Higher Education, 1967,
pp. 317-318.

1%. In other analysis of the Miasmi~-Dade student data, it has been
again demonstrated that selr--co.acept is best ccnceptualized as an
intervening variahle; vwhen fonily SES "as introduced as a control, self-
concept no longe: appeered significant.

15. We excwined the relatiorship between self-concept and the choice
of college svbject major. Ne significant differences eppeared between
mean self-ccncept scores of cix categzories of subject majors (general
liberal studies; =2ducation; business; lechnology; health and allied
sciences; and hoiel and food scivieces). Therafore, we tentatively
conclude that self-concent Ir not di- - “tly related to the choice of a
college major.

L+ The high school sarple ~ontt.ined relatively large and approximately
e ur” n.mbers of Black an! Spunish--speaking students. Together they
cos,.rised about 30 percen’s -f itha responlents. Seventeen {17) percent

of the Junior college graduter werse Spanish-speaking students. Despite
the relatively s:zoable Bl-.k population in Dade County, only five percent
of the Junior eoslizge zradust .r ure Bluck.

17. Local colleges that <40 not require corpetitive entrance examinations
are most attrective to students with lower self-concepts. Students with
higher self-concepts are more likely to chcose a school away from home
that .equires a specisied minimum score on a standardized examination.
Virtually every sculent who chose to attead « non-local school, had to meet
such 2 requiremon*. Exceedingly Tew stucents in the survey elected to
attend s public communily college other than the one located in Miami.
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18. The reader should keep in mind tha. the numbers we are dealing
with, in the case of Black college graduates, are small. There were only
53 Black respondents.

19. Black students are no more likely to hold Jobs while attending
college than the studcut population in general. Three out of four Black
respondents were employed; the same proportion of all graduating students
were employed. This does not preclude the possibility that the perceived
necessity of continued employment is higher among these students.



