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Assessing Young Children’s Views of Their Academic, Social,

and Emotional Lives: An Evaluation of the Self-Perception Scales

of the Berkeley Puppet Interview

Jeffrey R. Measelle, Jennifer C. Ablow, Philip A. Cowan, and Carolyn P. Cowan

In a prospective, longitudinal study we examined the psychometric properties of the self-perception scales of
the Berkeley Puppet Interview (BPI). A total sample of 97 young children were assessed with the BPI at 3
time points: preschool, kindergarten, and first grade. The BPI assesses young children’s self-perceptions of
their school adjustment in 6 domains: academic competence, achievement motivation, social competence, peer
acceptance, depression-anxiety, and aggression-hostility. Results showed that 4'2- to 7'x-year-olds possess a
multidimensional self-concept that can be reliably measured and that the BPI is sensitive to normative changes
and individual differences in young boys’ and girls’ views of themselves. Support for the method’s validity
was derived from consistent and meaningful patterns of convergence between children’s self-perceptions and
ratings by adult informants—mothers, fathers, and teachers—as well as standardized test scores. In fact, in
this study, the concordance between young children’s self-reports and parallel ratings by teachers or mothers
were consistently as strong as if not stronger than the concordance between mothers’ and teachers’ ratings.

INTRODUCTION

Current theories of children’s academic competence
and motivation (Dweck & Leggett, 1988; Eccles, Wig-
field, Harold, & Blumfeld, 1993), social competence
(Crick & Dodge, 1994; Ladd, Price, & Hart, 1988), and
psychological adjustment (Cicchetti, 1993; Rutter,
1989) posit that children’s self-perceptions play an ac-
tive role in shaping their behavior. Most research on
children’s self-perceptions has been conducted with
children ages 8 or older (Byrne, 1996; Harter & Pike,
1984; Wylie, 1989). Very little is known about the na-
ture and behavioral significance of younger chil-
dren’s self-perceptions.

This gap in our knowledge stems in part from a
lack of measures appropriate to assess young chil-
dren’s self-perceptions. In their recent critiques of
self-concept instrumentation, both Byrne (1996) and
Wylie (1989) concluded that only two measures—the
Pictorial Scale of Perceived Competence and Social
Acceptance for Young Children (PSPCSA; Harter &
Pike, 1984) and the Joseph Pre-School and Primary
Self-Concept Screening Test (JPPSST; Joseph, 1979)—
demonstrated adequate psychometric properties
with children ages 4-7. Of these, the PSPCSA is the
most widely used self-concept measure with young
children. Concern, however, has been raised about
the PSPCSA’s lack of criterion validity (Vaughn,
1995), and more recent evidence suggests that pre-
schoolers have difficulties understanding the instru-
ment’s administration format (Fantuzzo, McDermott,
Holliday Manz, Hampton, & Alvarez Burrdick,
1996). In short, both Byrne (1996) and Wylie (1989)

conclude that the options available to researchers in-
terested in young children’s self-perceptions are lim-
ited.

This article reports on a new instrument, the
Berkeley Puppet Interview (BPI; Ablow & Measelle,
1993), an age-appropriate method that uses puppets
to interview young children about their self-percep-
tions of key aspects of their lives. In addition to de-
scribing how the BPI can help to overcome difficul-
ties in obtaining self-reports from young children, we
present construct validity data on six BPI scales de-
signed to measure 4'/>- to 7'/-year-olds” perceptions
of their academic competence, achievement motiva-
tion, social competence, acceptance by peers, depres-
sion-anxiety, and aggression-hostility. We begin by
considering unresolved issues in research on young
children’s self-perceptions. In particular, questions
persist about (1) the structure of young children’s
self-conceptions, (2) age changes and gender differ-
ences in children’s self-perceptions, and (3) the pat-
terns of agreement between children’s self-reports
and the ratings of adult informants such as teachers
and parents.

Gaps in Knowledge about Young Children’s
Self-Concept

Despite evidence that the self-concept becomes
more differentiated with age (Harter, 1990; Marsh,
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Craven, & Debus, 1991; Shavelson, Hubner, & Stan-
ton, 1976), the age at which children possess more
than a unidimensional view of themselves is unclear.
Harter and Pike (1984) developed the PSPCSA to
measure four a priori self-concept scales. Because fac-
tor analysis of the PSPCSA provided support for just
two factors, a competence factor and a social accep-
tance factor, Harter and Pike concluded that the self-
concept is not well differentiated in young children.

Recent evidence has begun to contradict this as-
sertion. Using their Self-Description Questionnaire
(SDQ-1), Marsh et al. (1991) found that kindergarten,
first-, and second-grade children held reasonably dif-
ferentiated perceptions of themselves in eight differ-
ent self-concept domains, including academie, social,
and physical dimensions of self. Eccles and her col-
leagues (Eccles et al., 1993) found that even first-
grade children can distinguish between their own
academic competence and achievement motivation.
Research by Ladd (1990, 1996) revealed that kinder-
gartners and first graders differentiate between how
they are perceived by peers and how they view their
own social efficacy. On the whole, these studies sug-
gest that even kindergarten-age children hold more
differentiated concepts of themselves than previ-
ously thought. However, clear evidence for the di-
mensionality of preschool children’s self-concept has
yet to be established.

Studies with elementary school-age children have
typically found that children’s self-appraisals be-
come less positive with development and new expe-
riences (Marsh et al., 1991; Stipek & Daniels, 1988;
Wigfield et al., 1997). Researchers have attributed this
decline to developmental factors, such as enhanced
reasoning skills (Case, 1988) and greater use of self-
other comparisons when evaluating one’s own com-
petence (Harter, 1990), as well as ecological explana-
tions, such as the increasing importance of grades as
children progress through school (Stipek, 1992).

Much less is known about the age at which the
decline in positive self-appraisal begins. Harter and
Pike (1984) found no age differences in their sample
of preschool through second-grade children. In con-
trast, Marsh et al. (1991) found that three of the
SDQ-I's eight self-concept scales (physical appear-
ance, peer relationships, and general school self)
showed modest declines in their cross-sectional
study of kindergarten, first-, and second-grade chil-
dren. However, Marsh et al. (1991) did not discuss
that the kindergarten and first grade means were not
significantly different and that in absolute terms, the
mean self-perceptions of first graders were generally
slightly higher than those of the kindergarten chil-
dren. Although there appears to be consistent evi-
dence that children’s self-perceptions become less
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positive after first grade (Wigfield et al., 1997), longi-
tudinal studies of young children are needed to de-
termine whether this decline has already begun prior
to school entry.

Research is also needed to understand more fully
early gender differences in young children’s self-
perceptions. Studies by Eccles et al. (1993) and Marsh
and Craven (1991) provide important evidence for
the presence of counterbalancing differences in the
patterns of boys” and girls” self-perceptions. For ex-
ample, Eccles et al. (1993) found that first-grade boys
had higher sports and math self-concepts whereas
girls had higher reading self-concepts. In their sam-
ple of young children, Marsh and Craven (1991)
found that boys had higher self-concepts of their
physical ability whereas girls had higher self-concept
scores on physical appearance and reading compe-
tence. In other words, researchers have begun to
reveal stereotypic gender differences in the self-
perceptions of elementary school children, but the
age at which these differences first appear remains
unclear.

Finally, researchers interested in psychosocial
adaptation emphasize the importance of assessing
children’s functioning and impairment from differ-
ent perspectives, including children’s own self-
reports (Achenbach, McConaughy, & Howell, 1987;
Stanger & Lewis, 1993). In practice, however, this
usually means adult perspectives only, regardless of
how little agreement is typically found among moth-
ers’, fathers’, and teachers’ ratings of internalizing
(r = .13) and externalizing behavior problems (r =
.32) (Achenbach et al., 1987; Hinshaw, Han, Erhart, &
Huber, 1992). Although researchers have come to
view low agreement among informants as evidence
of situational effects, the self-reports of young chil-
dren are rarely accorded the same latitude because
the level of agreement between children and adults
tends to hover around .20 (Achenbach et al., 1987).
We argue that because children are often the best in-
formants about their own internal feelings of distress,
more attention must be paid to the patterns of associ-
ation between child self-report and the more com-
monly utilized assessments by adult informants.

Overcoming Obstacles to the Assessment of Young
Children’s Self-Perceptions Using Puppets

The task of eliciting reliable self-reports from
young children is complicated by a variety of devel-
opmental factors. First, children have short attention
spans, especially when working with paper and pen-
cil measures (Irwin, 1985). Despite attempts to make
these approaches more appealing through pictures
and quantity icons, young children tend to favor toys
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and life-like props for self-expression (Greenspan &
Greenspan, 1991). Second, the language abilities of
younger children are a concern, given that expressive
skills tend to develop more slowly than receptive
abilities (Foster, 1990). Methods that rely exclusively
on children’s verbal abilities are less likely to work
with inhibited or language-delayed children. Third,
as with most self-report measures, the validity of chil-
dren’s self-perceptions is often questioned because of
possible response or motivational biases such as so-
cial desirability (Harter, 1990; Paulus, 1991), acquies-
cence and over-compliance (Garbarino & Stott, 1992),
and defensive idealization (Measelle, 1995; Stipek,
Recchia, & McClintic, 1992).

Finally, young children may have difficulty re-
sponding honestly in situations where adults are
reading questions to them. However, when children
are engaged in more age-appropriate activities, they
talk openly about their experiences (Ceci & Bruck,
1993). Researchers who use dynamic techniques re-
port that children of varied clinical and socioeco-
nomic backgrounds are capable of relating both posi-
tive and negative aspects of their experience when
they are involved in doll play or storytelling with ac-
tual figures (Bretherton, Ridgeway, & Cassidy, 1990;
Mize & Ladd, 1988). Indeed, young children display
enhanced verbal competence when engaged with a
listener who can adjust for and find meaning in their
expressions (Bogg & Eyberg, 1990; Schaefer & O’Con-
ner, 1983). Researchers who use children’s own lexi-
con and syntactic structure to inquire about concrete,
behaviorally observable characteristics find that even
3'h-year-olds can provide reliable descriptions of
themselves (Eder, 1989).

Because they involve a dynamic medium of con-
versation, puppets can relate to children on their own
terms and can respond flexibly depending on chil-
dren’s individual needs and language. Early studies
showed that puppets could keep 4- to 7-year-old chil-
dren from clinical and economically disadvantaged
samples engaged, even when discussing anxiety-
producing topics, such as death (Bernhart & Prager,
1985), sadness (Irwin, 1985; Schaefer & O’Conner,
1983), and aggressive behavior with peers (Wolt-
mann, 1952). In more recent applications, puppets
have been used effectively to assess young children’s
perceptions of themselves. Mize and Ladd (1988)
found that 4- and 5-year-olds’ enactments of their
perceptions using puppets were better predictors of
peer relationships than were the responses they gave
through a picture medium. Eder (1989, 1990) has
used puppets extensively in her research with 3':- to
7'/--year-old children. Using two hand puppets and
a structured-alternative format similar to Harter and

Pike’s (1984), Eder (1990) found that even the youn-
gest children maintained psychologically meaningful
conceptions of themselves. Unfortunately, Eder did
not investigate the validity of her method by examin-
ing the associations between children’s self-descrip-
tions and external criteria such as equivalent parent
or teacher ratings. Nevertheless, her findings provide
some of the most direct support for the use of pup-
pets as a systematic method to assess individual dif-
ferences in young children’s self-perceptions.

The Berkeley Puppet Interview

The BPI builds on the creative work of Eder (1990)
and other investigators who have used puppets (Ir-
win, 1985; Schaefer & O’'Conner, 1983; Woltmann,
1952) in studies of young children. The BPI method
blends structured and clinical interviewing tech-
niques to elicit children’s self-perceptions in that the
exchange between the children and the puppets is
shaped by each child’s own mode of communication
(e.g., verbal or nonverbal) and style of interaction
(e.g., inhibited or uninhibited). The goal of this
method is to promote a peer-like exchange between
a child and two puppets.

Like Harter and Pike’s (1984) PSPCSA, the BPI pre-
sents bipolar options (both positive and negative
poles) as a way to maximize comprehension while
minimizing socially desirable responding. This ap-
proach has the added advantage of allowing children
to hear possible and acceptable responses. However,
in contrast to the PSPCSA’s or the SDQ-I's (Marsh
et al., 1991) use of explicitly stated and forced-choice
response formats, the BPI encourages children to re-
spond in a way that is most comfortable for them, be
it verbal or nonverbal. Although most 4':- to 7'2-
year-olds interviewed with the BPI respond verbally,
shy or less verbal children use limited verbal re-
sponses, such as naming a puppet to indicate their
response, or nonverbal responses, such as pointing
or placing objects in the puppets’” mouths. In sum,
by allowing each child to respond in his or her own
idiosyncratic fashion, the BPI method attempts to
promote a natural and unself-conscious dialogue be-
tween a child and the puppets.

The BPI adopts a multidimensional approach to
the measurement of young children’s self-percep-
tions (Shavelson et al., 1976) and builds on the theo-
retical idea that children can provide domain-specific
descriptions and judgments of themselves when
asked about salient aspects of their lives (Damon &
Hart, 1988; Markus & Wurf, 1987). However, rather
than attempt to assess all known facets of the young
child’s self-concept, our goal was to develop an age-



appropriate instrument that could be used easily to
measure young children’s perceptions of their school
adjustment.

Along with others (Ladd, 1996; Sameroff & Haith,
1996), we define school adjustment as the degree to
which children become engaged, interested, and suc-
cessful in the academic and nonacademic aspects of
school. Scholastically, children must contend with
new demands on their cognitive capabilities while
being challenged to cultivate an orientation toward
school that will lead to achievement (Alexander &
Entwisle, 1988; Eccles et al., 1993). Socially, children
must negotiate new peer relationships while main-
taining a sense of acceptance (Ladd, 1996). Underly-
ing their academic and social adaptation is children’s
ability to regulate themselves emotionally and be-
haviorally, in particular, sad and anxious feelings
that can lead to withdrawal and loneliness, and ag-
gressive or hostile feelings that can lead to antisocial
conduct (Ladd et al., 1988). In short, the degree to
which children hold positive versus negative percep-
tions of themselves in different academic, social, and
emotional domains is one important marker of school
adjustment (Ladd, 1996).

In constructing individual scales, we choose not to
develop item sets that reflected a single theory.
Rather, the goal was to assess each domain broadly
by drawing on theoretical perspectives that are not
mutually exclusive and that have demonstrated
strong validity in the literature. For example, the
BPI's achievement motivation scale consists of items
that tap children’s school liking and valuing (Eccles
et al., 1993; Ladd, 1996) as well as different facets
of intrinsic motivation (Harter & Connell, 1984;
Nicholls, 1989).

In the academic domain, given persuasive evi-
dence that perceived academic competence and
achievement motivation are distinct aspects of school
adjustment (Eccles et al., 1993; Wigfield et al., 1997),
separate measures of each were developed. Aca-
demic competence was defined as the combination of
cognitive abilities and effective academic behaviors
such as learning and good school work. Achievement
motivation was defined as the valuing of school, pref-
erence for challenge, persistence, and a view of
school as important and enjoyable.

In the social domain, separate measures of per-
ceived social competence and of peer acceptance
were developed, given evidence that children who
experience peer difficulties may or may not express
negative appraisals of their social abilities (Boivin,
Poulin, & Vitaro, 1994). Social competence was de-
fined as the ability to engage effectively in social
tasks, such as making friends, asserting oneself in a
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socially appropriate manner, and seeking engage-

ment over isolation. Peer acceptance was defined by

a child’s perception of himself or herself as liked and
included by other children and as not ignored, ex-
cluded, or teased.

Finally, children’s depressed-anxious feelings and
aggressive-hostile feelings were measured sepa-
rately, based on empirical support for the distinction
between internalizing and externalizing symptoms in
children (Achenbach et al., 1987). Drawing on evi-
dence for the overlap between sadness, loneliness,
and anxiety in young children (Achenbach et al.,
1987; Kovacs, 1985), the BPI's depression-anxiety
scale was defined by children's descriptions of
themselves as sad, lonely, nervous, worried, and irri-
table. The BPI's aggression-hostility scale was de-
fined by children’s descriptions of their overtly hos-
tile behavior toward peers and by their lack of
empathy.

In sum, this study examines the psychometric
properties of the self-perception scales of the BPI
within and across three separate assessments of the
same children: when they were in their final pre-
school year, kindergarten, and first grade. We then
compared children’s self-perceptions on the BPI with
parents” and teachers’ ratings of the child in similar
domains, and with their scores on standardized
achievement tests.

METHOD
Participants

Children were participants in a longitudinal pre-
vention study that followed 97 two-parent families
as their oldest child made the transition from pre-
school to kindergarten and first grade. Families, re-
cruited to join the study through preschools, day-care
programs, and local media, were predominantly
lower-middle-class to upper-middle-class residents
of the Greater San Francisco Bay area. Of the families
in this community sample, 21% were of African
American, Hispanic American, or Asian American
ethnicity and 79% were Anglo-American. Of the 44
girls and 53 boys in the total sample, 27 served as a
screening sample for the purpose of instrument de-
velopment during the initial (preschool) year of the
study. Therefore, in the present investigation, self-
report data are presented on 73 children when they
were in preschool, 97 when they were in kindergar-
ten, and 95 when they were in grade 1. Children’s
mean ages were 4.6 years (SD = .47) prior to entering
school, 5.9 years (SD = .38) at the end of kindergar-
ten, and 6.9 years (SD = .35) at the end of first grade.
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Families interested in participating in a research
project on children’s transition to kindergarten en-
tered the study during their oldest child’s final year
of preschool. Once enrolled in the study, 61 (63%) of
the study’s couples were randomly assigned to 16
week couples groups (three to four couples per
group) prior to their child’s entry into kindergarten.
Over a 4 month period, group couples met with two
licensed clinicians weekly to discuss marital or par-
enting issues. The goal of the couple’s groups was to
combine psychoeducation with insight-oriented dis-
cussions to enhance families’” adaptation during this
period of change (see Cowan & Cowan, 1997, for a
thorough description of the prevention design). Par-
ents not randomly assigned to one of the groups were
offered one consultation per year with the project’s
clinical staff.

During each of the summers that families partici-
pated in the study—prior to kindergarten, following
kindergarten, and following first grade—children
were visited in their homes, where the puppet inter-
view and standardized achievement testing were
conducted. All three home visits were structured
similarly. Upon arrival at a home, the experimenter
and the child went to a room of the family’s choosing.
The visit began with 10-15 min of free play to estab-
lish rapport. When comfortable, children then partic-
ipated in the first of two counterbalanced puppet in-
terview modules (e.g., the self-perception interview
or the perceived family environment interview).
Children next completed some portion of a standard-
ized achievement test: during the preschool visit, the
entire Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (PPVT) was
administered; during the postkindergarten and post-
grade 1 visits, the first three subtests of the Peabody
Individual Achievement Test (PIAT) were adminis-
tered. Testing was followed by a 15 min snack and
free play break. After the snack, preschool children
completed the second puppet interview; kindergar-
ten and grade 1 children completed the last two PIAT
subtests followed by the second puppet interview.
Home visits ended with 10-15 min of free play. On
average, home visits took about 2 hours to complete.

Parents independently complete mailed question-
naires about children’s competencies and adjustment
during the preschool period and while children were
in kindergarten and first grade. Teachers’ ratings of
children’s competencies and adjustment were col-
lected during the fall and spring of kindergarten and
first grade. In all but six cases, children’s kindergar-
ten and first grade teachers were different people. To
insure that teachers were blind to the identity of the

study’s participants, teachers agreed to complete rat-
ings on every child in their classroom.

The Berkeley Puppet Interview (BPI)

The BPI was developed to provide researchers
with a semi-structured way to assess 4'/2- to 7'/2-year-
old children’s perceptions of (1) their academic, so-
cial, and emotional self-concept and (2) their family
environment, including their parents’ marital conflict
and parent-child and sibling relationship quality. As
the focus of the present investigation is on children’s
self-perceptions, a full description of the family en-
vironment module is omitted to save space (see
Ablow & Measelle, 1995). The BPI Self-Perception
Scales consist of six separate scales: two academic
self-perception scales (academic competence and
achievement motivation), two social self-perception
scales (social competence and peer acceptance), and
two symptom-related scales (depression-anxiety and
aggression-hostility).

Item generation for these scales proceeded in three
phases. First, after reviewing the self-concept litera-
ture, the first author (JM) generated a list of items
inductively to correspond with self-perception do-
mains. Initially this list included items in the aca-
demic and social domains only. After two of the three
preschool waves had been interviewed, additional
items were developed to measure children’s apprais-
als of their aggressive-hostile and depressed-anxious
feelings, including an adaptation of the short, 11 item
version of the Child Depression Inventory (CDI; Ko-
vacs, 1985). Because fewer data are available, chil-
dren’s preschool views of their symptomatology are
not included in the present investigation. Second, a
panel of experts attempted an independent classifi-
cation of all items (once for the original academic and
social items and later with the symptomatology
items). With few exceptions, item classification by the
second group was highly consistent (greater than
95% agreement) with the first author’s original classi-
fication. Third, based on pilot interviews with 27 pre-
school children, a total of seven items were dropped,
nine items were added, and a number of wording
changes made to increase children’s comprehension.
This third step resulted in a final pool of 60 self-
perception items.

Each BPI item consists of a pair of opposing, bipo-
lar statements designed to reflect the positive and
negative ends of different behaviors and attributes.
Thirty-two of the original items focused on positive
attributes and behaviors (e.g., “I'm good at making
friends”/“I'm not good at making friends”) and 28
of the original items focused on negative behaviors



and attributes (e.g., “I tease other kids”/“l don't
tease other kids”). Items were counterbalanced so
that children first heard the positive half of an item
as often as they first heard the negative half. Positive
and negative attributes were divided up equally be-
tween the two puppets so that children would not
identify with either puppet.

Ten items were originally developed to assess per-
ceived academic competence. Items in this scale were
designed to ask children about their cognitive abili-
ties, learning efficacy, and good school work. Nine
items were designed to assess children’s achievement
motivation. Items in this scale asked children to de-
scribe their mastery orientation, motivation to learn,
and interest in school. The social competence scale
consisted of seven items, which ask children to assess
how well they performed social tasks such as making
friends and initiating play with other children, Nine
items were developed to assess children’s acceptance
by peers. These items taped perceived affiliation, ac-
ceptance by peers, and rejection or victimization by
peers. Symptomatology items were worded to use
emotional state and trait terms that preschoolers have
used to describe themselves in earlier research
(Ridgeway, Waters, & Kuczaji, 1985). The depression-
anxiety scale consisted of 16 items, including items
that assess children’s feelings of sadness, loneliness,
self-worth, anxiety, and irritability. The aggression-
hostility scale consisted of seven items, including
measures of perceived conflict, absence of empathy,
and antisocial behavior.

Procedures. Interviewers were upper-level under-
graduate or graduate students who participated in a
2 day (16 hr) BPI training workshop that utilized a
manual and training videotapes. Training empha-
sized the importance of creating and maintaining an
open and natural dialogue between the puppets and
the child. Considerable attention is paid to (1) build-
ing rapport between the puppets and the child,
(2) insuring that children comprehend the method
through the use of practice items or open-ended
questions, (3) maintaining a neutral yet engaging in-
terviewing style, (4) adjusting the interview process
to children’s verbal and nonverbal response styles,
and (5) standardized use of rule-based techniques for
eliciting codable responses.

During the second day of the training, trainees
conducted two practice interviews which were then
critiqued from videotape. Following the training
workshop and prior to collecting actual data, inter-
viewers conducted additional pilot interviews which
were also critiqued by the first two authors. All inter-
viewers trained in the method were ready to collect
data after three to five pilot interviews. Of the 13 in-
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terviewers trained in the BPI during the method’s de-
velopment, only one was considered ineffective;
those data were removed and the children (six cases)
reinterviewed.

The BPI does not use a puppet theater or window,
as we have found that the rapport between child and
puppets is more natural and peer-like when they are
face to face. Most interviews took place on the floor
in children’s bedrooms with the child sitting directly
in front of the puppeteer’s extended arms. Interviews
were videotaped to allow the child experimenter to
concentrate exclusively on his or her role as puppe-
teer.

Children are interviewed by two identical hand
puppets, tan-colored puppy dogs that we named
“lggy” and “Ziggy,” as indicated on their visible
name tags. The interview begins with Iggy and Ziggy
explaining that each will say something about them-
selves to the child and then, “We want to learn about
you.” Three to four neutral practice items (e.g., “I
like/don’t like pizza’) are administered to acclimate
the child to the BPI method. During the interview,
one puppet might say “I have lots of friends at
school,” the second puppet would say “I dont have
lots of friends at school,” and then the child would
be asked by one of the puppets, “How about you
[child’s name|?”

The BPI method does not use a forced-choice re-
sponse format or recognition task as is the case with
most other self-perception measures for children this
age (Eder, 1990; Harter & Pike, 1984; Marsh et al,,
1991). Rather, children are allowed to respond in
whatever way is comfortable to them. Most re-
sponded verbally or made partial verbal statements
that paralleled or modified one of the item-halves of-
fered by the puppets. A few of the younger children
responded nonverbally by pointing to a puppet or by
shaking their head in agreement or disagreement. If
a child’s nonverbal manner of responding was am-
biguous, the puppeteer tried to establish a clearer
means of communication with the child. For exam-
ple, if a child nodded or shook his or her head “yes”
or “no,” the puppets encouraged the child to point
as well.

Scoring. All interviews were scored by two coders
from videotape. Training in the BPI's scoring system
takes approximately 2 hr of formal didactics and an
additional 3-5 hr of practice scoring. Based on the
degree to which children’s responses parallel one of
the puppet’s statements, responses are coded on a 7
point (1-7) Likert-style scale where the endpoints
represent very negative (1) and very positive (7) self-
perceptions. On the BPI's 7 point scale, the numbers
2 and 6 represent responses that are equivalent to one
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of the bipolar statements made by either puppet. For
example, if a child responds negatively by indicating
“I'm a dumb kid too” this would be scored a 2 be-
cause the response directly reflects what one of the
puppets said. However, if a child were to amplify on
the original negative statement by indicating “T'm re-
ally dumb,” this response would be scored a 1 to rep-
resent a response that was more negative than the
puppet’s original statement. If the child expressed a
less emphatic negative self-perception (e.g., “I'm kind
of dumb”) or felt the need to qualify or to circum-
scribe the response (e.g., “I'm kind of dumb in count-
ing""), such responses would be scored a 3. Positive
responses are coded on the 5 to 7 range of the scale,
where 5 is a less emphatic positive response than a 6
response (e.g., “I'm pretty smart” versus “I'm smart”)
and 7 represents a more positive response than the
puppet’s original statement (e.g,, “I'm super smart”).
If children indicate that “both” options pertain to
them or that they are “in the middle,” their responses
are coded a 4. Although children’s responses can be
complex at times, agreement among coders is high:
97.6%, 94.7%, and 98.2% agreement, respectively, for
children’s preschool, kindergarten, and first-grade
responses.

The BPI asks young children a number of poten-
tially anxiety-provoking questions. Nevertheless, the
clear majority of children interviewed enjoyed the ex-
perience and were able to complete the interview.
Even children who reported negative self-percep-
tions, including sad and lonely children, were able to
complete the BPL In the nearly 300 interviews on
which the BPI was developed, only five children
were unable to complete the BPIL Indeed, families re-
peatedly expressed that the BPI method was an event
that children anticipated with excitement. Moreover,
the method has proven to be an effective way to col-
lect data with less verbal and/or inhibited children
because of the medium (e.g., a “puppet show”’) and
because it is a dynamic process that can be adjusted
for individual differences in children.

Additional Measures

Ratings of children’s behavior by adult informants.
Teachers, mothers, and fathers completed the Child
Adaptive Behavior Inventory (CABI). To Schaefer
and Hunter’s (1983) 60 item Child Behavior Inven-
tory (CBI), a total of 31 items were added from a
downward extension of the Quay-Peterson Behavior
Problem Checklist (O’'Donnell & VanTuinen, 1979),
and from Achenbach and Edelbrock’s (1983) Child
Behavior Checklist (CBCL), with additional items de-
signed specifically for the present study to cover

problems among peers. Responses on the CABI are
scored on a 4 point Likert scale anchored at 1 (“not
at all like”) and 4 (“very much like”).

In the present investigation six multiscale CABI
scores were created to parallel the six BPI scales.
These composite scales and their component, multi-
item scales were rationally constructed scales, the
same for teachers and parents: (1) Academic Compe-
tence was defined by two scales: cognitive compe-
tence (e.g., “Is smart for his /her age”) and academic
creativity (e.g., “Shows creativity in his/her work”’;
“Thinks up interesting things to do”); (2) Achieve-
ment Motivation had only one scale that consisted of
items tapping task- and learning-oriented behaviors
(e.g., “Works carefully and does his/her best”);
(3) Social Competence was defined by three scales:
social efficacy (e.g., “Makes friends easily”), extro-
version (e.g., “Has an outgoing personality”), and
prosocial behavior (e.g., “Gets along well with other
kids”); (4) Peer Acceptance was defined by two
scales: social acceptance (e.g., “Is liked by other
kids”) and social victimization (reversed) (e.g., “Is
picked on by other kids"); (5) Internalizing was de-
fined by four scales: depression (e.g., “Is sad a lot”),
somatic complaints (e.g., “Often complains about not
feeling well’), anxiety (e.g., “Worries a lot”), and irri-
tability-oppositionality (e.g., “Is stubborn or irrita-
ble”); and (6) Externalizing was defined by three
scales: antisocial behavior (e.g., “Tends to disobey or
break rules”), hostility (e.g., “Has a hot temper”),
and empathy (reversed) (e.g., “Is concerned about
others’ feelings”). Across all scales, teachers’ (alpha
range = .79-.95), mothers’ (alpha range = .82-91),
and fathers’ (alpha range = .80-.93) ratings of chil-
dren’s behaviors demonstrated acceptable internal
consistency.

To index the validity of parents’ perceptions, we
computed the average correlations between mothers’
and fathers’ CABI ratings across each domain dur-
ing the preschool, r(69) = .40, p < .01, kindergarten,
r(88) = .52, p < .001, and first-grade years, r(88) =
51, p < .001. These data are encouraging in that
parents appear to overlap in their perceptions of chil-
dren’s competence and well-being when rated with
the CABI. However, their views are not so highly cor-
related as to suggest redundancy. As such, in the
analyses performed in this study, we examined par-
ents’ ratings separately.

Teachers in this study agreed to use the CABI to
describe every child in their class and to remain blind
to the one or, occasionally, two pupils from their
classroom in this study. Although teacher CABI rat-
ings were collected on approximately 1,500 children,
rounded, only the ratings of the project’s 97 partici-



pants were analyzed in the present study. Given that
teachers’ ratings came from approximately 93 kinder-
garten and 95 first-grade classes, scores on each
teacher-rated item were standardized within each
classroom and by child gender so as to represent par-
ticipants” behavior relative to their classmates of the
same gender. Standardizing teacher’s ratings of a
child within his or her classroom controlled for the
fact that teachers (a) utilize rating scales differently,
(b) often form impressions of individual children by
comparing them to other children in the classroom,
and (c) in different classrooms have different propor-
tions of children with behavior and emotional prob-
lems. Standardizing teacher’s ratings by gender
within classrooms controlled for the possibility that
teachers might provide highly gendered ratings in
certain domains, for example, internalizing and ex-
ternalizing behavior problems.'

In the validational analyses that follow, children’s
self-perceptions were compared with mothers’ and
fathers” ratings collected concurrently in all 3 years.
Because not all children were in the same type of pre-
school and because we did not collect ratings from
preschool teachers, the following correlational strat-
egy was used when examining child-teacher agree-
ment. Children’s preschool self-perceptions, ob-
tained during the summer just before kindergarten,
were correlated with kindergarten teachers’ fall rat-
ings. Children’s kindergarten self-perceptions, ob-
tained during the summer following kindergarten,
were correlated with kindergarten teachers” spring
ratings. Similarly, children’s first-grade self-percep-
tions, obtained during the summer following first
grade, were correlated with first-grade teachers’
spring ratings. In short, we attempted to validate the
BPI using parent and teacher ratings closest in time.

Standardized achievement test scores. Following kin-
dergarten and first grade, children’s academic
achievement was assessed using the Peabody Indi-
vidual Achievement Test—Revised (PIAT; Mark-

1. As suggested by one reviewer, standardization of teach-
ers’ ratings by classroom and child gender might affect the de-
gree of correspondence between teacher-child or teacher-parent
ratings. As a preliminary check, we correlated child self-percep-
tions and parent ratings with teachers’ ratings when they were
standardized by classroom only and when they were standard-
ized by classroom and gender (as reported in this article). In
general, the differences between sets of coefficients were not sta-
tistically significant. However, one pattern did seem to emerge:
the correlation between mothers” ratings of depression and
teachers’ ratings of depression were .06 larger each year, on av-
erage, when we used teachers’ ratings that were standardized
by classroom and gender. Although beyond the scope of this
study, the standardization of teachers ratings by classroom and
gender may affect differently the degree of correspondence with
parent ratings depending on the construct of interest.
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wardt, 1989). The PIAT is a widely used achievement
test that assesses students’ progress in six standard-
ized domains. In the present study, only children’s
math and overall reading test scores were analyzed.

Preliminary Data Analyses

These data were first analyzed to determine
whether there were any intervention effects present
in the child and informant data. The intervention was
examined in three ways: (1) as a correlate of the child
and adult data (e.g., an effect code of 1 or 0 for the
intervention and nonintervention conditions); (2) as
a control in partial correlations (e.g., the intervention
term was controlled when examining BPI consistency
coefficients); and (3) as a control in the repeated-
measure ANOVAs (e.g., when examining mean-level
changes over time). In all three analytic approaches,
significant intervention effects emerged in less than
5% of the analyses. The results of this study are there-
fore presented without controlling for the interven-
tion conditions. The fact that very few intervention
effects emerged in the child self-perception data in
particular was not unexpected. In other analyses
(Cowan, Cowan, Heming, & Boxer, 1995), there is
consistent evidence that the project’s couples inter-
vention had its most direct effect on the marriage or
on mothers” and fathers’ parenting. Although there
are likely to be a number of indirect ways in which
preventive interventions with parents will help to
shape children’s adaptation, it is also possible that a
longer time period will be needed to detect differ-
ences in children’s adjustment.

BPI data were also examined for interviewer ef-
fects. None of these analyses proved significant, sug-
gesting that individual differences in children’s
responses on the BPI were not attributable to differ-
ences in the effectiveness or style of the systemati-
cally trained interviewers used in this study.

RESULTS
Construction of the BPI Scales

Because the dimensions we hoped to measure
with the BPI were known beforehand, scale develop-
ment proceeded in a rational, two-step manner. First,
preliminary scales were created using all theoreti-
cally relevant items. Each item was assigned to a sin-
gle scale. Only the academic competence, achieve-
ment motivation, social competence, and peer
acceptance items were administered to the full sam-
pleinall 3 years. Thus, data on children’s perceptions
of their depressed-anxious and aggressive-hostile
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Table 1 Psychometric Analyses of Rationally Constructed Academic, Social, and

Emotional Self-Concept Scales on the BPI

Scales Items Alpha Mean rij M Range
Academic competence:
Preschool 6 76 32 49 23-.65
Kindergarten f 75 33 A8 29-.65
Grade 1 f 70 28 A4 26-.79
Scale M 6 74 31 A7 .26-.70
Achievement motivation:
Preschool 7 74 .29 45 2287
Kindergarten 7 68 23 37 24-53
Grade 1 7 73 28 43 18-.63
Scale M 7 72 27 A2 21-.68
Social competence:
Preschool 5 65 27 A0 26-.62
Kindergarten 5 63 25 .39 23-59
Grade 1 5 62 24 38 26-.49
Scale M 5 .63 25 .39 25-57
Peer acceptance:
Preschool 8 .68 23 .38 15-55
Kindergarten 8 75 27 43 32-50
Grade 1 8 70 21 34 A7-45
Scale M 8 kil 24 .38 21-.50
Depression-anxiety:
Preschool N.A.
Kindergarten 10 76 31 49 20-.65
Grade 1 10 .78 26 A4 38-.52
Scale M 10 77 29 47 .29-.59
Aggression-hostility:
Preschool N.A.
Kindergarten 5 70 .28 40 .24-53
Crade 1 5 70 Bl 43 31-52
Scale M 5 70 30 42 29-53
M 7 71 27 A2 25-.60

Note: Rationally developed items in the internalizing and externalizing domains were
not added to the BPI until two-thirds of the sample had completed preschool.

feelings are reported for kindergarten and first grade
only. The coefficient alphas of the preliminary ratio-
nal scales indicated that our conceptually derived
scales demonstrated modest, albeit encouraging in-
ternal consistency during the last preschool year
(range = .59-.72), kindergarten (range = .63-.73), and
first-grade years (range = .62-.75). To increase the
homogeneity of each scale, we then eliminated a total
of 18 items whose item-total correlations averaged
less than .20 across all 3 years. The final or surviving
items are presented in the Appendix.

The outcome of this two-step procedure is pre-
sented in Table 1. Each of the six scales demonstrated
acceptable levels of internal consistency, with all but
the social competence scale demonstrating internal
consistencies that exceeded .70 across all 3 years.
These data suggest that the items designed to reflect
a common dimension appeared to hang together rea-
sonably well when children were in preschool, kin-
dergarten, and first grade.

Next we conducted a factor analytic check of the
data to evaluate further the reliability and dimen-
sionality of young children’s self-perceptions on the
BPI. Separate principal-component analyses (PCA) of
the item-level data conducted by year supported the
number and type of scales indicated by our prelimi-
nary analyses.’ Results of the PCAs and of the

2. To determine the optimal number of factors needed to rep-
resent children’s BPI responses, three different statistical criteria
were used to guide decisions. First, the eigenvalue distribution
(i.e., Cattell’s scree test) indicated a four-factor solution in con-
junction with the preschool data and six-factor solutions in con-
junction with the kindergarten and grade 1 data. Second, paral-
lel analysis was used to compare the empirically derived
eigenvalues-values against the eigenvalues generated by a series
of Monte Carlo simulations of our data (see Zwick & Velicer,
1986), In three separate Monte Carlo runs, our empirically de-
rived eigenvalues consistently exceeded or approximated that of
the largest random factor. Finally, we used the interpretability
of oblique-rotated solutions as added criteria. Note that a re-
rotation of these factors to a VARIMAX solution produced simi-



oblique-rotated solutions (Oblim) are presented in
Table 2. We present the oblique solutions given pre-
vious evidence that children’s self-perceptions tend
to be correlated meaningfully in different domains.
As shown in Table 2, items had moderate to high fac-
tor Joadings on their designated factor with one con-
sistent exception. In kindergarten and first grade,
three peer acceptance items loaded highly, if not
more strongly on the depression scale. The eigenval-
ues for children’s kindergarten and first-grade per-
ceptions of their acceptance by peers were .87 and
93, respectively, slightly lower than the recom-
mended 1.0. Nonetheless, given the overall support
provided by the factor analytic check, we decided to
retain the rationally constructed scales as they were
originally constructed.

Table 3 presents the means, standard deviations,
and scale intercorrelations for the four preschool
scales and six kindergarten and six first-grade scales.
Scale scores were computed by taking the un-
weighted average of children’s responses to the items
in each domain. Consistent with earlier studies (Ec-
cles et al., 1993; Marsh et al., 1991; Stipek et al., 1992),
scale means were skewed in the positive direction,
reflecting young children’s tendency to see them-
selves positively. The standard deviations suggest,
however, that there was a fair degree of variability
in children’s responses on the BPL

As anticipated, scales were correlated within each
year, although not so highly as to suggest redun-
dancy. Although the year-to-year differences in mean
intercorrelations were not statistically significant
(Steiger, 1980), the average correlation among scales
declined each year, consistent with the idea that chil-
dren’s self-perceptions become more differentiated
with age (mean r = .36, .31, and .28 during preschool,
kindergarten, and first grade, respectively).

Consistency over Time

The 1 and 2 year consistency coefficients are given
in Table 4. Although not equivalent to short-term re-
liability, these data provide an estimate of the BPI's
long-term consistency. Across all domains, children’s
views demonstrated only modest consistency across

lar results. In addition to the hypothesized four- (preschool
vear) and six-factor solutions (kindergarten and first grade), we
forced additional solutions as added tests of dimensionality.
Overall, these procedures produced solutions that closely ap-
proximated our hypothesized BPI dimensions. The one excep-
tion was the peer acceptance factor, whose items tended to load
on the depression factor, when five factors were rotated, or to
lose the majority of its items to the depression factor, when
seven factors were rotated.
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the 2 year period from preschool through first grade
(mean r = .29). The 1 year consistency coefficients
were uniformly stronger than the 2 year coefficients,
especially the 1 year coefficients from kindergarten
to first grade (mean r = .51). On the whole, these data
suggest that young children do have coherent and
relatively consistent conceptions of themselves
across the period of their lives when they are going
from being at home to becoming elementary school
children. On the other hand, the modest nature of
these stability coefficients, especially children’s per-
ceived academic competence, also suggests that the
perceptions of many young children do shift as they
begin their academic careers.

Gender and Grade Differences in the Level of
Young Children’s Self-Perceptions

A series of repeated-measures ANOVAs was con-
ducted to examine the possible effects of gender and
grade (preschool, kindergarten, and grade 1) on chil-
dren’s self-perceptions in each BPI domain. The re-
sults of these analyses are presented in Table 5. Ex-
cept for perceived academic competence, F(2, 136) =
3.22, p < .05, none of the gender X grade interaction
terms was significant. Boys' perceived academic
competence remained stable across the three time pe-
riods, whereas girls’ sense of their academic compe-
tence tended to decline significantly. Gender effects
were not present in the achievement motivation scale
or the two social scales of the BPI. However, in stereo-
typic ways, gender, but not grade level, was statisti-
cally related to mean-level differences in the symp-
tomatology scales. Specifically, girls” mean score on
the depression-anxiety scale was significantly higher
than boys’, whereas boys’ mean score on the aggres-
sion-hostility scale was significantly higher than
girls’.

Rather than decline as predicted, boys’ and girls’
self-reported achievement motivation, social compe-
tence, and peer acceptance scores became more posi-
tive with age, Fs(2, 136) = 8.38, p < .001, 4.65, p <
.01, and 5.58, p < .01, respectively. Planned ¢ tests
showed that children’s achievement motivation,
H(67) = 217, p < .05, and peer acceptance scores,
H67) = 2.47, p < .05, increased significantly between
preschool and kindergarten but not between kin-
dergarten and first grade. In the social competence
domain, the only significant difference was between
children’s preschool and first-grade scores, £(67) =
233, p < .05, suggesting a gradual but significant
increase across this 2 year period.

How should we interpret the fact that children’s
self-perceptions on the BPI increased in several do-



Table 2 Factor Pattern of Children’s Preschool, Kindergarten, and Grade 1 Responses of the BPI Self-Perception Scales

Preschool

Factors Kindergarten Factors First Grade Factors

Scale and Item*

5

Academic competence:
4. I'm a smart girl /boy
5.1 do a good job in school
11. I'm not dumb
24. 1 learn things well
30. I'm smarter than other kids
33. I don't make mistakes a lot
Achievement motivation:
1. I like school work that's hard
7. When things are hard, I keep trying
15. Don't give up if work is hard
37. School’s important
38. I like school
40. 1 try my best at school
48. When school is hard, 1 try my best
Social competence:
3. I'm not shy
14. Not hard to make friends
34. 1 ask kids to play
42. Easy to get kids to like me
50. If kids are playing, | ask to play
Peer acceptance:
12. 1 have lots of friends
20. Kids like me
21. Kids pick me for their games
23. Kids don’t tease me
29, Kids are nice to me
35. Kids ask me to play
49. I'm a good friend to have
53. Kids don't say mean things to me
Depression-anxiety:
2. I'm not a happy kid
9. I'm sad a lot
16. I get cranky a lot
19. I worry a lot
25. Iery a lot
27. I'm lonely a lot
31. I get nervous if teacher calls on me
41. Bad things are going to happen to me
43. 1 get nervous at school
58. I get mad when I make mistakes
Aggression-hostility:
6. If someone is mean, [ hit them

8. It's funny when a friend gets in trouble

22. [ don't feel bad after I fight
45. 1 tease other kids
56. 1 pick on other kids
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Table 3 Means and Intercorrelations among BPI Self-Perceptions Scales by Year of Assessment
Academic Achievement Social Peer Depression-

BPl Scales by Year M SD Competence Motivation Competence Acceptance Anxiety
Preschool:

Academic competence 548 94 e

Achievement motivation 4.91 1.21 A3

Social competence 4.49 117 24 .30%

Peer acceptance 5.01 1.02 Agrer 24 Agr
Kindergarten:

Academic competence 5.36 1.32 =

Achievement motivation 5.28 1.41 27

Social competence 4.52 1.63 .20 30

Peer acceptance 5.32 122 36 35 o

Depression-anxiety 2.70 1.27 = — 27" 32 —.58%*

Agegression-hostility 2.61 1.20 -2 =27 —28%* — 40% A1
Grade 1:

Academic competence 549 1.18 —

Achievement motivation 545 1.70 29%

Social competence 476 1.55 25% 30t

Peer acceptance 545 1.01 o 5 i 297 28%

Depression-anxiety 2.56 1.02 —.24** —=.30% —.28** =l

Aggression-hostility 540 1.38 .00 —.24% —25% =6 A

Note: Symptomatology items were not asked while children were in preschool. # = 70 (preschool); 94 (kindergarten); 96 (grade 1).

po< 05 % p < 01; % p < 001; one-tailed.

mains rather than decrease as reported in earlier
studies (Eccles et al., 1993; Marsh & Craven, 1991)?
It is possible that these mean changes are due to the
continued effects of overly optimistic self-assess-
ments by young children. Because boys’ and girls’
perceived academic competence was either stable or
declined across the preschool through first-grade pe-
riod, age-related forms of optimism may not accu-
rately describe young children’s self-perceptions in
all domains. Alternatively, given the emphasis
placed on developing school readiness skills during
the preschool and kindergarten years (Meisels, 1996),
these mean-level increases may reflect real behav-
ioral change about which children are aware.

We examined this behavioral change hypothesis
by testing for mean-level changes in mothers’ and fa-
thers’ ratings of children’s behavior in each of the BPI
domains.” Consistent with children’s self-reports,
mothers” and fathers” ratings of children’s achieve-
ment motivation, social competence, and peer accep-
tance increased over time, Fs(2, 136) = 5.42, 3.97, and
4.23, respectively, ps < .01, suggesting that the
changes reported by children may reflect actual
changes in their behavior. In contrast to the child

3. In the present research, teachers’ ratings were not used to
examine mean level changes, as these ratings were standardized
within classrooms by gender. Thus, age effects were removed
from teachers’ data.

Table 4 Temporal Consistency of BPI Self-Perception Scales

PreK to Grade 1* PreK to K* K to Grade 1*

BPI Scales (2 Years) (1 Year) (1 Year) Mean r
Academic competence 24 29 32 .28
Achievement motivation 25 41 .54 40
Social competence 30 46 481 39
Peer acceptance 31 49 85 42
Depression-anxiety v .58 58
Aggression-hostility s s .56 .56
Mean r 28 A1 .51

Note: One-tailed tests of significance. All rs > 25, p < .05. All 15 > 28, p < 01.

n =69,
=92
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Table 5 Sex and Grade Effects in the BPI Self-Perceptions Scales

Grade Test Statistic (F)
BPI Scale and Sex PreK Kindergarten Grade 1 Sex Grade Sex % Grade
Academic competence:
Boys 537 5.43 5.32 37 3.65% 3.22*
Girls 5.60 5.20 5.08
Achievement motivation:
Boys 5.07 5.28 5.53 57 8.384%* 60
Girls 4.81 5.30 5.42
Social competence:
Boys 451 4.60 4.75 27 4.65% A7
Girls 435 4.47 4.86
Peer acceptance:
Boys 4.90 5.38 5.40 32 5,58 1.34
Girls 5.07 5.13 5.38
Depression-anxiety:
Boys e 2.52 241 3.42* 254 68
Girls = 2.88 8
Aggression-hostility:
Boys - 2.84 2.76 337 1.34 92
Girls cee 2.48 2.40

Note: N = 70 in these analyses, as only 70 children were available for the preschool analyses. We analyzed the
same 70 childrert when analyzing the two symptomatology scales.

“p< 05 % p < 01; % p < 001,

data, neither the main effects of gender, grade nor
the child gender X grade interaction were significant
in mothers’ or fathers” ratings of their children’s aca-
demic competence. Although daughters’ academic
self-perceptions declined with time, parents’ ratings
of academic competence were affected neither by
their child’s gender nor age. In contrast to the gender
differences found in children’s reports of their symp-
tomatology, gender was not a significant factor in
parents’ ratings of internalizing or externalizing be-
havior problems. At this age and on these dimen-
sions, gender appears to play a role in children’s self-
perceptions but not in parents” perceptions of their
child.

Correlations between Children’s Self-Perceptions
and Informants’ Ratings

Next we examined the correspondence between
children’s self-perceptions on the BPI with their
teachers’, mothers’, and fathers’ ratings in similar do-
mains. We also correlated teachers” and mothers’ rat-
ings and then compared this pair of cross-informant
coefficients to pairs of informants that included chil-
dren’s self-reports (e.g., teacher-mother versus child-
teacher). Although the field tends to discount the self-
reports of young children in favor of pairs of adult
informants, in particular, mothers and teachers
(Achenbach et al., 1987), we hypothesized that the
level of agreement between teachers and mothers

would not exceed significantly the level of agreement
between each child-adult combination. A summary
of these correlations is presented in Table 6.

In the school domain, children’s perceived aca-
demic competence and achievement motivation were
consistently correlated with their teachers’ ratings in
all 3 years. Children who saw themselves as academi-
cally competent and achievement oriented tended to
be described by teachers as more competent and
more mastery oriented in school. Maternal ratings of
academic competence and achievement orientation
showed little concordance with children’s self-
perceptions during preschool, but mothers who saw
their children as academically competent and moti-
vated tended to have children who saw themselves
similarly during kindergarten and first grade. Fa-
thers’ and children’s ratings in these domains were
unrelated until grade 1, at which point they were
modestly associated in the predicted direction.

In the social domain, children’s perceived accep-
tance by peers was significantly related to their teach-
ers’ ratings of peer acceptance during preschool, kin-
dergarten, and first grade and with mothers’ ratings
of peer acceptance once children had entered elemen-
tary school. In other words, children reporting posi-
tive peer acceptance on the BPI tended to be seen by
their teachers and mothers as positively engaged
with peers. Fathers’ ratings of their children’s accep-
tance by peers were unrelated to the children’s self-
report from preschool through first grade. Of the six



Table 6 Summary of Cross-Informant Ratings

Measelle et al.

Cross-Informant Ratings®

BPI Scales by Year Child-Teacher Child-Mother Child-Father Teacher-Mother
Preschool:®
Academic competence 24 09 10 6
Achievement motivation 32* 20 .02 21
Social competence 29* 21 A0 26*
Peer acceptance S6¥ 11 .09 407
Mean r 30% 16 09 26*
Kindergarten:
Academic competence 34 25* 16 14
Achievement motivation A= S5 A8 18
Social competence 19 10 00 20%
Peer acceptance G | i 33% 12 B
Depression-anxiety 33 ST 24 26*
Ageression-hostility A2 284 291 B
Mean r 34 274 A7 27*
Grade 1+
Academic competence ) 28* 2o A5
Achievement motivation A 36 26 28m
Social competence 23 14 09 24%
Peer acceptance 3G 34 01 A4
Depression-anxiety B J4r 22 200
Aggression-hostility A 30% s 344
Mean r S50 SOF A9 29%%

Note: Mean rs were computed using the Fischer r to z transformations.

" Teachers, mothers, and fathers each rated children in domains that were conceptually similar to the six BPI
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scales,

"no= 69

“n = B8.

< 05 p < 01 p < 001, two-tailed.

BPI scales, only children’s perceived social compe-
tence scores consistently demonstrated little or no
correspondence with adult informants’ ratings of
their social competence.

Given that little concordance is usually found
among informants’ reports of children’s behavioral
and emotional problems (Achenbach et al., 1987;
Stanger & Lewis, 1993), the BPI's symptomatology
scales demonstrated encouraging criterion validity.
Perhaps most notable in these results, children who
saw themselves as aggressive and hostile were typ-
ically rated by all three adult observers as more
antisocial during kindergarten and first grade. Dur-
ing kindergarten and first grade, children’s percep-
tions of their depressed-anxious feelings were sig-
nificantly related to teachers’, mothers’, and, to a
lesser extent, fathers’ ratings of their internalizing
problems.

Next, we compared the correlations between chil-
dren’s views and those of each of the adult infor-
mants with the mother-teacher correlations. As
shown in Table 6, child-teacher rs exceed mother-
teacher rs in all 3 years, except in the peer acceptance
domain in which agreement between teachers and

mothers was consistently better. Although the differ-
ences between these correlation coefficients were not

statistically significant, a sign test (Loftus & Loftus,

1988) showed that the child-teacher rs exceeded the
mother-teacher rs (in 11 of 16 comparisons) signifi-
cantly more often than would be predicted by chance
(p = .05). Child-mother rs were smaller than the
mother-teacher rs during preschool but tended to be
comparable in size during kindergarten and first
grade; none of the differences was statistically sig-
nificant. Child-father rs were consistently less than
mother-teacher rs, especial.ly in the peer acceptance
domain in which testing revealed significantly lower
child-father agreement. These data suggest that
agreement between children’s self-reports and rat-
ings by teachers or mothers tend to be as strong as
if not stronger than the level of agreement between
adult informants.

Correlations between Children’s Self-Perceptions
and Achievement Test Scores

As a final test of validity, children’s kindergarten
and first-grade self-perceptions were correlated with
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Table 7 Correlations between BPI Self-Perception Scales and Standardized Test Scores

Academic Achievement Peer Social Depression- Hostility-

Test Scores Competence Motivation Acceptance Competence Anxiety Aggression
Kindergarten self-perceptions:

Math achievement score 19 26 11 13 —.34% -.16

Reading achievement score 19 307 07 01 = 22% =13
Grade 1 self-perceptions:

Math achievement score 247 35* .03 =103 =30 -4

Reading achievement score 23¢ 33 03 —.08 =,16 =13

*p < .05 % p < 01, two-tailed.

their standardized achievement test scores in math
and reading. These data are presented in Table 7. Re-
sults indicate that children’s perceived achievement
motivation was associated with their scores in math
and reading following kindergarten and first grade.
Children who described themselves as more academ-
ically motivated tended to earn higher scores in math
and reading than children who reported lower moti-
vation. Although children’s perceived academic com-
petence and achievement test scores were unrelated
at the end of kindergarten, they were modestly re-
lated to their math and reading test scores following
first grade.

Except for the depression-anxiety scale, none of
the other BPI scales was significantly correlated with
children’s math and reading test scores. The general
lack of association between children’s test scores and
their nonacademic self-perceptions provides evi-
dence of the BPI's specificity. The significant associa-
tion between the BPI depression-anxiety scale and
the two PIAT scores was unexpected, yet it is consis-
tent with competency-based models of depression
(Cole, 1991). Children reporting higher levels of de-
pression and anxiety at the end of kindergarten and
first grade earned lower math and reading scores at
the end of kindergarten and lower scores in math
after first grade.

DISCUSSION

The goal of this study was to examine the psychomet-
ric properties of the Berkeley Puppet Interview's
(BPI) Self-Perception Scales. Given the absence of
self-concept research with young children, particu-
larly longitudinal studies of the young self, this study
was also designed to examine (1) the dimensionality
of children’s self-concept during the preschool and
early elementary school years, (2) the consistency
and stability of boys’ and girls self-perceptions, and
(3) the levels of agreement between children’s self-
reports and those of adult informants” as well as

between children’s self-perceptions and their scores
on standardized achievement tests.

The results from this study suggest that young
children’s self-perceptions can be measured reliably
with the BPI. During preschool, kindergarten, and
first grade, children produced internally consistent
responses that typically exceeded .70 alpha in each
BPI domain. Although not as reliable as the self-
reports of adolescents or adults, reliability estimates
of this magnitude have not typically been found with
children as young as 42 years (Hughes, 1984; Wylie,
1989). A factor analytic check of the data further con-
firmed that the a priori dimensions were reliably
measured and that the factor structure of children’s
responses on the BPI was reasonably well defined
and invariant across three points in time. In sum,
these data add to the evidence (Eccles et al., 1993;
Ladd, 1996; Marsh et al., 1991) that young children’s
self-perceptions are more differentiated than origi-
nally suggested by Harter and Pike's (1984) two-
factor solution. Indeed, when assessed with age-
appropriate methods such as the BPI, our results
suggest that this differentiation may begin even ear-
lier than kindergarten and first grade, perhaps even
during the preschool period in children as young as
41 years.

Across time, changes in the intercorrelations
among the BPI scales provided only minimal support
for the hypothesis that children’s self-perceptions be-
come more differentiated with age (Marsh etal., 1991;
Shavelson et al., 1976). Whereas the average cor-
relation among the BPI scales did decline within
each year, the differences across years were not sta-
tistically significant. Despite evidence from cross-
sectional studies that children’s self-perceptions
become more differentiated across the elementary
school years (Eccles et al., 1993; Marsh & Craven,
1991), these longitudinal data suggest that the pro-
cess of differentiation during the preschool through
grade 1 period may not be as pronounced. In fact,
Marsh and his colleagues (1991) found little differ-



ence between the differentiation of kindergarten and
first-grade children, whereas second-grade children
demonstrated greater differentiation in their self-
perceptions than the kindergarten and first-grade
children.

Consistency and Stability

Given its longitudinal design, this study was in a
unique position to examine individual differences in
the consistency of young children’s self-perceptions
as well as normative age and gender trends during
their transition to elementary school. As predicted,
children’s academic, social, and symptom self-
perceptions demonstrated significant, albeit modest,
2 year consistency and considerably stronger 1 year
consistency, especially between the end of kindergar-
ten and the end of first grade. In keeping with studies
that have documented the stability of early personal-
ity traits (Block, Block, & Keys, 1988; Caspi, 1987),
competencies (Alexander & Entwisle, 1988), and the
persistence of emotional and behavioral problems in
children (Kellam, Rebok, Mayer, lalongo, & Kalod-
ner, 1994), these data suggest that young children
have conceptions of themselves that are reasonably
consistent across time. On the other hand, the size of
these continuity estimates also indicates that a good
deal of change takes place during this time in chil-
dren’s lives. Because the preschool to early elemen-
tary school period is marked by considerable devel-
opmental and contextual change for most children
(Cowan et al.,, 1994), data suggesting shifts in chil-
dren’s views of themselves seem realistic.

It is generally thought that children’s self-percep-
tions become increasingly less positive with age (Ec-
cles et al., 1993; Marsh & Craven, 1991; Stipek & Dan-
iels, 1988), yet the research is considerably less clear
with regard to young children, in those not yet in first
grade. In the present investigation, boys and girls
generally reported positive scholastic and social self-
perceptions and low levels of depression-anxiety and
hostility-anger before they entered kindergarten and
increasing achievement motivation, social compe-
tence, and peer acceptance as they completed kinder-
garten and grade 1. The fact that mothers’ and fa-
thers’ ratings in conceptually similar domains also
increased significantly in a positive direction sug-
gests that these trends in children’s self-reports may
reflect actual changes in competence following the
transition to school. Indeed, one of the primary goals
of kindergarten is to encourage children’s interest in
learning as well as to increase their level of socializa-
tion through cooperative work and play (Ladd, 1996).
Itis possible that the trend toward increased negative
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self-evaluation frequently found in other studies
does not set in until the more rigorous and structured
primary grades.

The findings with regard to academic competence
results are complex. Recall that during preschool,
boys and girls reported comparably high levels of ac-
ademic competence. Of the six BPI scales, only the
academic competence scores declined steadily with
age and solely among girls. It cannot be determined
from this study whether this decline in girls’ aca-
demic self-perceptions is attributable to their sen-
sitivity to evaluative feedback (Roberts, 1991), to dif-
ferential effects of family or school socialization
practices (Block, 1983; Stevenson & Newman, 1986),
or to other explanations entirely. Nonetheless, these
data are consistent with studies of older children and
adolescents that often find gender differences in in-
strumental aspects of self-concept, many of which
tend to favor boys (Roberts, 1991).

The two symptomatology scales were also signifi-
cantly affected by gender but not age in this study in
somewhat stereotypic ways. Girls’ mean depressed-
anxious scores in kindergarten and first grade were
significantly greater than boys’, while at the same
time boys rated themselves higher in aggression and
hostility than did girls. Clear gender differences in
the level of young children’s internal distress are not
usually found, possibly because most studies have
relied on adult informants who, by most accounts,
tend to be less aware of children’s internal distress
(Achenbach et al., 1987; Keenan & Shaw, 1997). Per-
haps more alarming is the fact that this gender differ-
ence among young children is consistent with the
preponderance of depressive symptoms that emerge
most clearly in girls during their early adolescence.

The finding of greater aggression in boys is consis-
tent with other studies of adults’ ratings of preschool
and early elementary school children (Hinshaw et al.,
1992; Keenan & Shaw, 1997). The gender differences
found here in boys” and girls’ reports of their exter-
nalizing behaviors may be due to the fact that the
BPI's aggression-hostility scale contains measures of
overt aggression only. Crick (1995) has found that
when measures of relational aggression are included,
boys and girls often report similar levels although
different forms of aggression. The inclusion of items
tapping relational aggression (Crick, 1995) might
eliminate the gender difference in overt aggression
reported in this study.

Child-Adult Correspondence

Is the BPI a valid measure of children’s preschool,
kindergarten, and grade 1 self-perceptions? Results
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from three sets of analyses provide encouraging evi-
dence that it is. First, we found consistent conver-
gence between children’s self-reports and ratings by
teachers and mothers on scales that were conceptu-
ally relevant to each of the BPI's self-concept scales.
Moreover, the average level of agreement between
children and teachers was statistically significant at
all three grade levels and statistically significant be-
tween children and mothers once children entered
kindergarten and first grade. The correlations be-
tween children’s reports and fathers” were not sig-
nificant during preschool and kindergarten. How-
ever, the fact that there were consistent child-teacher
and child-mother associations as well as the fact that
there was significant child-father agreement during
first grade suggests that fathers may become more
accurate informants the longer their children are in
school.

Second, the average level of agreement between
children and teachers and between children and
mothers consistently exceeded the average level of
agreement between mothers and teachers. Although
the differences were not statistically significant, these
findings support the idea that young children can
provide meaningful information about their compe-
tencies and problems and that reports by older infor-
mants need not substitute for young children’s self-
reports, as is typically the case in much research.

Finally, young children’s self-perceptions of their
achievement motivation and academic competence
were related to their math and reading achievement
test scores. Researchers consider the prediction of
real-world variables essential for evaluating the va-
lidity of most behaviorally relevant constructs
(Robins, John, & Caspi, 1994). Indeed, in previous
studies, children’s performances on standardized
achievement tests have been shown to be important
correlates of academic, social, and psychological ad-
aptation during the preschool to early elementary
school period (Cowan et al., 1994; Hinshaw, 1992).

Limitations in Generalizing the Current Findings

Caution should be exercised when generalizing
these results. First, replication with a larger and more
diverse sample is clearly warranted. Second, al-
though 20% of our sample were members of racial
and ethnic minority groups—not far from Bay Area
representation—the sample consisted primarily of
Anglo-American children from middle-class back-
grounds. Before it can be concluded that the BPl is a
developmentally appropriate method that works for
most children, its utility must be investigated in cul-
turally and sociceconomically diverse samples. We

believe that the puppet method and the fact that non-
verbal answers are permitted (pointing) makes the
BPI useful for a wide range of young children, but
this is a matter now under investigation by research-
ers in this and other laboratories. Third, attention
should be paid to the BPI's social competence scale
given its lack of criterion validity. Items in the social
competence scale were intended to discriminate be-
tween children who feel able or unable to make
friends. Given that only five items were retained, ex-
panded coverage of social competence could im-
prove the scale’s validity. Ablow and Measelle con-
tinue to look for ways to improve the performance
of each BPl item (e.g., better wording and age-appro-
priate syntax) as well as to add other relevant do-
mains. For example, we have expanded the number
of symptomatology scales to cover a greater range of
psychopathology (e.g., attention deficits, separation
anxiety, enuresis) and the usefulness of these newer
scales is currently being assessed in a large sample
of clinic and nonclinic referred children. In short, the
BPI's development is an ongoing process.

Conclusion: Costs versus Benefits of the BPI

The BPI is a more labor-intensive instrument than
most standardized child self-report scales in inter-
viewer training, data-gathering, and response coding
phases. The interviewers must have sensitivity and
clinical skills and be trained to be appropriately en-
gaging with the child and to be able to modify the
interview flexibly in response to a child’s style of en-
gagement and responses. Although the BPI's authors
have found that a variety of people can function as
skilled puppeteers, we have also seen how data can
be compromised when interviewers are not suffi-
ciently trained. Time is also a factor in administration
(about 25 min on the average) and the preparation of
data (responses must be coded from videotapes after
the interview). An obvious question remains: Do the
benefits of using the instrument outweigh the costs?

Using the BPI, we have found that young children
possess a multidimensional self-concept that can be
reliably measured. It is possible that the sensitivity
of the method has helped to reveal age-related char-
acteristics of the young self, in particular the self-
perceptions of preschoolers, that have gone unde-
tected or misinterpreted with other instruments.
Overall, our results showed that the BPI is sensitive
to normative changes and individual differences in
4~ to 7'h-year-olds’ views of their academic and
social self-perceptions as well as their affective and
behavioral adjustment. The BPI's validity draws sup-
port from the consistent pattern of associations be-



tween children’s self-perceptions and ratings by
adult informants. Indeed, our findings suggest that
the concordance between young children’s self-
reports and parallel ratings by teachers or mothers
are at least as strong as the concordance between
mothers” and teachers’ ratings. The present findings
are encouraging. A precise evaluation of costs and
benefits can come only in future studies of young
children that compare the BPI directly with other
self-perception instruments.
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APPENDIX

ITEMS USED TO ASSESS CHILDREN'S SELF-
PERCEPTIONS ON THE BERKELEY PUPPET
INTERVIEW

Academic Competence

4. I'm smart./I'm not smart.

5. 1do a good job in school./1 don't do a good job in
school.

11. I'm dumb. /T'm not dumb.

24. 1 don't learn things well. /I learn things well.
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30. I'm good at letters and writing. /I'm not good at let-
ters and writing.

33. 1 make mistakes in school a lot. /I don't make mis-
takes in school a lot.

Achievenient Motivation

1. I like school work that's hard. /I don’t like work that’s
hard.

7. When things are hard for me, 1 keep trying./When
things are hard for me, I do something else.

15. When I can’t figure something out, I give up./When
I can’t figure something out, 1 don't give up.

37. 1 think it’s important to do well in school./I don't
think it's important to do well in school.

38. 1 like school. /1 don’t like school.

40. L try my best at school. /I don't try my best at school.

48. When school is hard, I try my best. / When school is
hard, I don’t try my best.

Social Competeiice

3. I'm shy when [ meet new people./1'm not shy when
I meet new people.

14. It's not hard for me to make new friends. /It's hard
for me to make new friends.

34. 1 ask kids to play with me. /T don’t ask kids to play
with me.

42. It's hard for me to make new friends. /It's easy for
me to make new friends.

50. If kids are playing together, I watch them. /If kids
are playing together, I ask if I can play.

Peer Acceptance

12. I have lots of friends at school. /1 don't have lots of
friends at school.

20. Kids don‘t like me./ Kids like me.

21. Kids let me play games with them./Kids don't let
me play games with them.

23. Kids at school tease me. /Kids at school don't tease
me.

29. Kids are nice to me./Kids are not nice to me.

35. Kids at my school don't ask me to play with them. /
Kids at my school ask me to play with them.

49. Kids think I'm a good friend to have./Kids do not
think I'm a good friend to have.

53. Kids say mean things to me./Kids do not say mean
things to me.

Depression-Anxiefy

2. I'm not a happy (boy/girl)./I'm a happy (boy/girl).
9. I'm sad a lot./T'm not sad a lot.

16. 1 get cranky a lot. /1 don't get cranky a lot.

19. T worry a lot./1 don't worry a lot.

25. lery a lot./I don't cry a lot.

27. I'm lonely a lot. /I'm not lonely a lot.
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31. 1 don't get nervous if my teacher calls on me./I get
nervous if my teacher calls on me.

41. Bad things are going to happen to me./Bad things
are not going to happen to me.

43. 1 get nervous and scared at school. /T don’t get ner-
vous and scared at school.

58. 1 get mad when I make mistakes. /T don't get mad
when I make mistakes.

Aggression-Hostility

6. If someone is mean to me, I hit them. /If someone is
mean to me, | don’t hit them.

8. 1 think it's funny when a friend of mine gets in
trouble. /T don't think it's funny when a friend gets into
trouble.

22. 1 feel bad after I fight with kids. /I don’t feel bad after
1 fight with kids.

45. 1 tease other kids./I don't tease other kids.

56. 1 pick on other kids at school./T don’t pick on other
kids at school.
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