Published in
International Review of Applied Psychology 34, issue 1, 149-160, 1985
which should be used for any reference to this work


chevrek
Texte tapé à la machine
Published in 
International Review of Applied Psychology 34, issue 1, 149-160, 1985
which should be used for any reference to this work






of these institutional processes.

II. 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 an educational institution
have a considerable effect on his perception of himself within his
social environment which he will develop and moderate during his
academic career.

Using a modified version of the classical Twenty Statement Test
(Kuhn and McPartland, 1954), we? asked 418 second, fourth and
sixth graders in four schools in two Swiss cantons (counties) 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 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 (?)’).

We have found interesting differences between the self-
presentations of second and fourth graders, the most striking being
a general diminution of positive self-evaluation (i.e. the percentage
of responses coded with a ¢+’ by the subjects) and a corresponding
augmentation of negativity (i.e. the percentage of responses coded
with a * —’). We have also observed an increase with age of the use
of ‘7 to qualify the value of the self-characteristic cited by the
pupil.

How can these changes be explained? Are they simply 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. It would seem then
that the school experience of the child contributes to the
elaboration of his identity during childhood. But just how does the
child perceive this experience and incorporate it into his self-
presentation? If we look at the responses that explicitly mention
school-related content, we can begin to formulate an idea of the
pupils’ evaluation of their schooling. Our data show a decrease in
subjects’ positive evalualion'of school-related statements as they

progress through school, accompanied by an increase in questions
posed in regard to school (e.g. ‘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
initial ‘optimism’ is modified by a certain scepticism or uncertainty
concerning themselves in the school context which is, in turn,
reflected in their self-concept. It is with this uncertainty that pupils
at the end of primary school face the transition to secondary school
where they will encounter the selective process of ‘streaming’.

b. In-group and out-group perception in secondary school

We would now like to consider the secondary school by looking at
some effects of the socialization of its student body into the
organizational system of stratified class-groups. The school’s
channelling of its pupils into distinct groups (known by such labels
as ‘ability groups’, ‘streams’, ‘tracks’, ‘levels’, ‘sections’, etc.) not
only creates very different academic experiences (Rosenbaum,
1975) but also presents to its member-pupils different social
environments (Woods, 1976; Taylor, 1980).

It is in this context that the concept of ‘social identity’ can
contribute to the understanding of the impact of schooling on the
pupil’s self-concept. Social identity can be considered as part of the
subjective reality in which the individual defines himself in his
relations with society (Taboada-Leonetti, 1981) and which is
elaborated in the articulation and interaction between the
individual and social structures (Berger and Luckman, 1966; Tajfel
and Turner, 1978). Social identity is related to the knowledge that
the individual has of his membership of social groups and the
evaluative and affective significance of this membership (Tajfel,
1973). A membership group can serve as a point of reference in
making comparisons and contrasts, especially in forming
judgements about oneself (Shibutani, 1955). Thus ‘reference
groups’ play an important role in the formation of the self-concept
by providing a framework for self-evaluation. Reference groups
also fulfil the important function of providing group perspectives
to which group members will refer in their perceptions and
judgements.

Applying this concept to the school context, we could expect that
the institutional differentiation of groups of students will influence
the perceptions of its members. If pupils are placed in distinct



groups, it is probable that they will use their membership group as a
point of reference in their interpretations of the school experience.

It should be noted here that social groups are always defined in
relation to other groups: ‘The characteristics of one’s own
group . . . only acquired meaning in relation to perceived
differences from other groups . . . the definition of a group only
has meaning by rapport to other groups’ (Tajfel, 1973). It would
follow that the school’s separation of students into different groups
is not devoid of social meaning as each group possesses a specific
status in the social structure of the school organization. The
introduction of institutional inequalities (above and beyond the
pre-existing socio-economic inequalities) is accompanied by a
certain moral and social significance which acts as a justification of
the creation of a social hierarchy. Hence a certain number of
pupils, by the very fact of their group membership in a particular
stream or track, find themselves in a disadvantaged position in the
school’s social structure. If it is true that the student’s group status
acts as an important mediator in his elaboration of his self-concept,
how will a devalued status affect the social identity and self-
perception of its members?

In a study conducted by Vouilloz (1981), 313 seventh and eighth
graders divided into a university-bound track (known as ‘section
A’) and a track leading to apprenticeships and pre-professional
training (‘section B’) were asked to present themselves as a group as
well as to describe the other section using a modified Twenty
Statement Test. Half the subjects were first asked to describe
themselves in seven statements, evaluating them witha ‘+’, ‘=’ or

‘0’ (indicating a neutral evaluation) and then were asked (without

forewarning) to describe the other section in seven statements, The
remaining half of the experimental population followed the inverse
procedure.

It was found that pupils belonging to section A evaluated items
relating to school more positively than pupils in section B (e.g. ‘We
get better grades (+)’), adopting the criteria defined and valued by
the educational institution. Conversely section B evaluated
themselves more negatively on school-related content. This
observed tendency increased when subjects had to present
themselves after having described the more prestigious section A.
This section was also observed to evaluate items concerning extra-
curricular activitics more positively than those in section A (e.g.
‘We like sport (+)’). This finding can be interpreted as indicating

that, when faced with a devaluation on an academic level, the
pupils of the lower stream were forced to search for a positive
evaluation of their social identity by referring to criteria outside the
school context. This evocation of an exterior social dimension
could be seen as an attempt at social redefinition by the
construction of a ‘marginal’ identity in relation to the institutional
frame of reference. However, this attempt was not enough to
compensate for the impact of section B’s inferior status as the
pupils of this section used an overall higher percentage of ¢ —’ when
describing themselves. This tendency toward negative in-group
evaluation augmented over time (and school experience) as students
seemed to accept their devalued status within the school structure.

¢. Pupils’ explanations of their school status
at the end of compulsory education

Focusing on the end of the student’s trajectory in the school
system, we will now present several observations drawn from three
research studies aimed at exploring the perceptions (or ‘social
representations’) elaborated by pupils of their academic and social
world.

In the first study (Doise et al., 1976) a questionnaire was
administered to 190 ninth grade students who were divided into six
‘sections’: the ‘classique’ 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-professional 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
pupil must follow?’ (subjects having to choose between such items
as ‘the teacher’, ‘parents’, ‘the pupil himself’, etc.). Their
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 indicative 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






\nqi\'crse whi_le the higher status students introduce an ideological
reinterpretation of this same reality.

I1I. Conclusion

We have tried to show by the studies reported above that the child’s
sc:hnol experience is closely linked to his perceptions of himself and
!us §ocial 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 valued or devalued
group) will become an influential element in the development of his
self-'presentation, having potential long-term consequences given
the 1de‘_a that, ‘as the individual is social, identities are interiorized
becoming inevitable structures of the individual’s consciousness:
(Berger, 1971). Thus, as we have seen, the pupil who holds a
subordinate status in the school hierarchy will encounter
difficul_ties in maintaining a presentation of a positive self-
fevaluallon in this context, being led to internalize his scholastic
inferiority.

However, an alternative interpretation of this observed
phenomenon would be to look upon the lower status pupils’
accepta‘nce 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 accept the definition of their role as offered by

the school as a form of negotiation instead of taking the risk of .

—CS)ITH'adiCling and directly confronting the official school ideology.
This strategy of ‘conformism’ could also have consequences for
self-presentation and social perception beyond the world of the
school.

Th.rnughom this article we have indicated the existence of the
relation between school status and the pupil’s self-image which is
made up of a complexity of factors in a complicated interplay. It is
apparent to us that more research is needed to explore the
mech_anisms by which the pupil ‘makes sense’ of his school
experiences in terms of his own self-identity.

Notes

1. Let us note here that both the psychological and sociological interpretations of
school failure, by their elaboration and exclusive focusing on an input-output model
of school processes, too often regard the school as a sort of ‘black box’ which
consequently ignores significant variables within the school context.

2. With the help of Max Viale, student in the University of Neuchatel.
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