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Our aim in this article is to explore the school
experience from a socio-psychological perspective by exami-
ning the interaction between school selection and the image
elaborated by the pupil in the school context. We will pre-
sent the current state of a theoretical framework which we
have elaborated in order to try to account for the sometimes
striking results of data gathered through questionnaires,
interviews and class observations over the last decade, in
primary and secondary schools of various Swiss Cantons.

The subject which we have undertaken to study has revealed
itself to be particularly complicated due to the complexity
of the interaction of the various psychological, sociolo-
gical and ideological processes involved. Thus, such an
intricate topic can not be grasped (at least intially) by
traditional experimental designs; one of the reasons being
the difficulty of obtaining random samples. Keeping sex,
social class and school experience constant has proven to
be virtuely impossible as it does not correspond to the
social reality found within the school (there are, for
instance, nearly no upper-class children in the lower
streams of secondary school of Switzerland).

We have conducted our studies guided by hypotheses
drawn from our present understanding of such social psycho-
logical processes as: social categorization, causal attri-
bution, intergroup perceptions and social identity. It
should be noted that, in its present state, our research
would be best described as being in an inductive phase: we
have gathered data from hundreds of pupils for which no
straightforward explanation can in itself be univocally as-
serted and whose understanding is not complete. Therefore,
when the occasion calls for us to cite data, it will be
in illustration of a theoretical analysis that needs
futher research to validate it.

We would Tike to thank C. Porret and M. Viale, students at the
University of Neuchatel, for their contribution to the studies
presented here.









menon of school selection: in Swiss schools, the placement
of pupils in lower-ability classes is done on the basis of
test scores and school performance, thereby reinforcing

the idea that the pupil's lack of ability prevented him
from achieving what, in principle, every pupil had the
"equal chance" to attain. This notion of inferiority and
difference is then reinforced again by the segregation of
students into a hierarchical organization of distinct
class-groups with different curricula, educational goals
and professional orientations (an organization which pupils,
even before attending secondary school, seem to be well
aware of). Thus, what the school would classify as differen-
tiated placement of pupils into classes adapted to their
individual capacities in often interpreted as failure in
the eyes of its pupils.

In their day-to-day functioning, schools rarely make
explicit the political, institutional, sociological and
economical choices underlying their selection processes.
This silence concerning such macroproccesses could also be
one of the mechanisms leading to the interiorization of
failure by the pupil due to his ignorance of such factors.
There appears to be a complex interplay between the fai-
ling pupil's explanation of his insuccess, his strategies
of "psychological survival" within the school context and
the causal schemas available to him in this milieu. How
will the child use the various psychological explanations
which are sallient in the school context? Will he be able
to elaborate a strategy of maintenance of positive self-
regard in such a situation? By what processes?

The social psychological processes associated with
school selction and failure necessarily vary according
to context and situation. Our study here is an attempt to
identify some of these socio-psychological mechanisms. As
we have not yet eleborated a method that would permit us
to measure their weight nor their normality, we will sim-
ply describe their existence here. We will rely on obser-
vations drawn from a series of studies (Doise, Meyer &
Perret-Clermont, 1976; Vouilloz, 1981; Bell, Perret-Clermont
& Baker in press) but we are well aware of the need for
futher research. It is evident that the socio-psychological
impact of school selection and failure on pupil's represen-
tation of self is complex. It seems to vary according to
the social insertion of the pupil. Failure does not mean
the same thing for a working class child or a middle-class
child, nor for pupils in different ability classes. It does
not have the same consequences for all pupils nor does the
school treat all failing children equally. Our thesis 1is
that the understanding of the consequences of the institu-
tional and socialization processes within educational set-
tings could be greatly enhanced by studying the social psy-



chological processes; that is, not by studying children

in general or pupil-teacher or child-parent interactions,
but by taking into consideration the social position of the
pupil within the school context.

I1I. Observations

a. Self-presentation in Primary School

Let us first look at the impact of the pupil's school
experience on his self-concept in primary school. It would
seem evident that the child's early years of socialization
in the educational institution have a non-negligeable effect
on the perception of himself within his social environment
which he will develop and modulate during his scholastic
career.

Using a modified version of the classical Twenty Sta-
tement Test (Kuhn & McPartland, 1954), we asked 418 second,
fourth and sixth graders in four schools in two Swiss Can-
tons to describe themselves in seven statements and to
evaluate each statement by marking it with a '+' if it was
‘something they liked" (e.g., "I am blond (+)"), or with a
'-' if it was something they did not like (e.g., "I am
shy (-)"). If they were not sure how to evaluate their
statement, they were asked to mark it with a '?' (e.g., "I
am rather tall (?2)").

We have found interesting differences between the
self-presentations of second and fourth graders, the most
striking being a general diminuation of positive self-eva-
luation (i.e., the percentage of responses coded with a
'+' by subjects) and a corresponding augmentation of nega-
tivity (i.e., the percentage of responses coded with a
'-'). We have also observed an increase with age of the
use of '?' to qualify the value of the self-characteristc
cited by the pupil.

How could these changes be explained? Could they
simply be indications of natural developmental trends? It
seems evident to us that these changes do not take place
in a social vacuum, being rather the product of a complex
and intricate interaction between psychological, social,
and experiential factors. Thus, one part of the observed
increase in negativity could be seen as a result of the
school experience of the child. Indeed, we have observed
an augmentation of negativity in school-related content of
pupils® statements as they progress through school (e.qg.,
"I am in the second grade (+)" compared to "I am in the
fourth grade (-)"). It would seem that, as pupils become
increasingly socialized into the school system, their ini-









and social world.

In the first study (Doise, Meyer & Perret-Clermont,
1976), a questionnaire was administered to 190 ninth grade
students who were divided into six sections: the "classi-
que" and "scientifique" sections (both leading to higher
education), the "moderne" section (which, while grouped
together with the "classique and "scientifique" sections,
has limited access to higher education), and the pre-profes-
sional section (leading directly to apprenticeships and
professional training). One of the questions aimed at
ascertaining the pupils' perceptions of the causality of
school placement asked "Who decides which section the pu-
pil must follow?" (with subjects having to choose between
such items as "the teacher", "parents"”, "the pupil himself",
etc.). Pupils'responses varied significantly according to
section with the "classique" and "scientifique"” sections
citing more often "the pupil"” or "parents" as causal
agents of school placement which could be said to be indi-
cative of a more individualistic perspective. The pupils
in the pre-professional section were almost the only ones
to choose the item "the administration", reflecting a more
institutional approach to the process of school placement.
A similar observation is made regarding pupils' definitions
of intelligence (in response to the open-ended question:
"What is an intelligent person?") where reference to the
school was made most often by the pre-professional pupils
who, by their inferior position in the school hierarchy,
were not able to ignore the powerful sanction of the school.
They tended, more often than other pupils, to give answers
such as "An intelligent person is someone who succeeds in
school”. .

Do these observed differences in the perception of
school placement also hold true for pupils' explanations of
their own scholastic position? In a second questionnaire
study in another Canton, 110 ninth graders divided into
six sections ("classique", "scientifique", "moderne" and
three pre-professional sections) (Bell, Perret-Clermont &
Baker, in press), subjects were asked the yes-no question:
"Did you chose the section in which you find yourself in
ninth grade?". We found that the self-attribution of section
choice (i.e., a "yes" response) varied significantly in
function of the status of the pupils section with the higher
status sections attributing to themselves the choice of
their section in a higher percentage than the lower status
sections. This result suggests that those students who
occupy a more prestigious position in the school structure
perceive themselves as more autonomous (seeing themselves
as causal agents) whereas the lower status pupils are more
inclined to admit the existence of external contingencies
imposed upon them.
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In the third questionnaire study, 124 ninth graders
were asked to respond to the open-ended question "Why are
you in this section?". Their explanations corroborated the
tendancies observed in the two above-mentioned researches
as to the differences found between sections in their cau-
sal attributions of their section membership. While over
half of the pupils in the University-bound section cited
their own intrests or preferences (e.g., "because I like
math") as a principle factor in their school placement, very
few pupils in the pre-professional sections did so. The
University-bound students were also the only ones to mention
their professional future plans as a criterium for section
choice (e.g., "because I would have more possibilites in
choosing a future profession”).

We could hypothesize that the placement of the pupil
in a particular section could be interpreted by him as an
indication of his intellectual capacities and thus the
status of his section could act as a valorization or de-
valorization of these capacities depending upon its position
in the school hierarchy. We find evidence for this supposi-
tion in the observation that the students in the higher
status sections were the only ones to make a positive refe-
rence to their cognitive aptitudes in their explanations of
the causality of their school position (e.g., "because I
have a facility for languages"). It is interesting to note
that negative reference to intellectual capacities was
made almost exclusively by pupils in the "moderne" section
(e.g., "because I'm not capable of going higher due to my
mediocrity in French and my poor memory"). It is almost as
if these pupils, by the fact of their section's close pro-
ximity to other higher status sections, are lead to compare
themselves to these sections and have come to perceive
themselves as essentially lacking those qualities that
serve to justify their peers' higher status.

Concerning the perceived importance of failure in the
pupil's scholastic career, we find that almost half of
the students in the "moderne" section refer to their schol-
astic failure or difficulties as being one of the primary

causes of their present position (e.g., "because I didn't
have enough points (in the entrance examinations given in
fifth grade) to go into "classique" or "scientifique"").

Before concluding this article, it seems important to
us to point out that the pupil's school status has repercus-
sions on other social perceptions apart from the self-image.
In the first gquestionnaire study cited above, subjects
were asked to resolve several syllogisms having similar lo-
gical premises but containing different content. It was
found that pupils in the lower status sections had less di-
fficulty in solving syllogisms involving content with an
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immediate relevance (for example, school related content)
than abstract syllogisms.

When the same subjects were asked to respond to an
open-ended question concerning their social environment
("Give examples of things that belong to you"), it was
observed that the pre-professional sections cited more
concrete examples (such as "my bicycle", "my stereo”)
while the Unviersity-bound sections had the tendancy to
refer to objects on a more philosophical level (such as
"my life", "my ideas"). Concerning collective property
("Give examples of things that belong to everyone”), we
found that students of higher status sections refered more
often to abstract concepts (such as "nature") whereas the
pupils of the lower status sections could be said to have
a more tangible conception of collective property, citing
such items as "buses", "streets", etc. These results could
be interpreted as indications of differences in students'
perceptions of their social reality: those pupils who
belong to lower status sections tend to refer to a more
immediate perception or description of their social universe
while the higher status students introduce an ideological
re-interpretation of this same reality.

III. Conclusion

We have tried to show by the studies reported above
that there exists a connection between the child's school
experience and his perceptions of his self and his social
world. As the child progresses through the educational
institution, the position that he occupies within that
system (as a "good" or "poor" pupil or as a member of a
valorized or devalorized group) seems to be reflected in
the development of his self-presentation. We have observed
that a pupil who holds a subordinate status in the school
hierarchy will most likely encounter difficulties in
maintaining a presentation of positive self-evaluation in
this context and behave as if he had interiorized his
scholastic inferiority.

However, an alternative interpretation of this obser-
ved phenomenen would be to look upon the lower status pupils’
acceptance of the school's definition of their position as
a protective conservative strategy rather than a simple
product of school socialization (cf. Woods, 1980). It
could be that inferior status pupils opt to present the
definiton of their role as offered by the school as a
form of negotiation instead of taking the risk of counter-
dicting and directly confronting the official school
ideology. Paradoxically, this strategy could be seen as
an attempt (in certain circumstances) to preserve self-
identity and limit self-responsability.
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