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Abstract 

Concurrent and predictive relations of child-mother attachment security to self-concept 

and self-esteem in 29,5-year-old children were examined. Sel f-concept was measured 

using The Pictorial Scale of Perceived Cornnetence and Social Acceotance for Young 

Children (Harter & Pike, 1984). Self-esteem was measured using the Puppet Interview 

(Cassidy, 1988), and groups were formed based on whether children portrayed 

themselves in a positive or negative marner (positive vs. negative) and whether they were 

able to admit imperfections about themselves or not (open vs. closed). Q-sort attachent 

security at two and five years of age did not predict overall selfconcept. Attachment 

security scores also did not differ across self-esteem classification groups. However, a 

significant interaction of age by openness was found. Children classified as open had 

lower attachent security scores at age 2 than at age 5, whereas children classified as 

closed had no change in security scores between ages. Children classified as open spoke 

more words during the interview than those classified as closed, but this confound did not 

account for this interaction. Contrary to expectations, self-concept and self-esteem 

rneasures were unrelated. Results are discussed in terms of goodness-of-fit models of 

parenting, internal working models of children, and methodological considerations. 
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The attachment relationship between a child and parent is the first social 

relationship a child develops. Attachent is related to many aspects of hedthy 

psychosocial development and relationships later in life. One of the fundamental, 

although not clearly understood, associations of attachment is its relation to the 

developrnent of self in a child. The self can be divided into two main components for 

more clarity; self-concept and self-esteem. 

In the present study, it is proposed that children who are categorised as having a 

secure attachment with their mothen throughout the preschool period will report feeling 

better about themselves in kindergarten as reflected in the evaluative component of the 

self, self-esteem. It is also proposed that the secure attachment relationship will be 

related to the descriptive component of self in a child's positive self-concept. 

Researchers are now beginning to understand how to assess self-esteem and self-concept 

in five-and six-year-old children. Relations between self-concept, self-esteem, and 

attachment will therefore be explored to M e r  our understanding of the internal working 

models children develop of aitachment relationships and their personal self in both 

descriptive and evaluative terms. 

What is Attachent and Whv is it Im~ortant? 

The degree of security felt and the extent to which a child's needs are met are 

determined by the nature of the attachrnent relationship that develops between an infant 

and her or his primary caregiver. Two main theorists, John Bowlby (1 969) and Mary 

Ainsworth (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978) significantly influenced the 

development of this area as a focus of study. Bowlby is noted for revolutionising our 

understanding of "a child's tie to the mother and its disruption through separation, 
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deprivation, and bereavement" (Bretherton, 1992, p. 759). He posited that children 

develop working models of themselves and their attachment figures. These models, 

which develop through interpersonal interaction patterns, greatly influence the way a 

child will operate in the world. He believed that if a child's needs for cornfort and 

protection are met, and if at the same tirne the child is permitted to explore independently 

the surrounding environment, the child is more likely to develop an "intemal working 

model of self as valued and self-reliant" (p. 767). The development of a working model 

of relationships influences not only children's conception of their own behaviour and 

worth, but also serves as  a mental conceptualisation on which children base expectations 

of the attachment figure's behaviour. 

Mary Ainsworth (Ainsworth et al., 1978) developed the concept of the 

"attachment figure as a secure base from which an infant can explore the world" 

(Bretherton, 1992, p. 759). She emphasised the role of a rnother's sensitivity to infant 

signals and needs, particularly how this responsiveness is critical to the quality in the 

development of attachent patterns between infant and mother. Her Strange Situation 

paradigm has become synonymous with assessrnent of attachment in i h c y  as it serves 

as a method of classiQing child-mother dyads in terms of the attachment security a child 

displays when reunited with his or her mother following a period of separation. 

Using the Strange Situation paradigm, attachment relationships are classified in 

the following terms. A secure attachent (Type B) relationship is noted when a child 

shows distress at matemal departure and upon her retuni, the child immediately goes to 

her. This is a child who is most cornfortable in the presence of the parent and is cahed  

by the parent's holding and hugging of him or her. A child who has an avoidant 
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attachment (Type A) ignores the mother when she returns. This infant pays little 

attention to the mother when she is in the room and the child has minimal distress when 

she is not in the room. A stranger can provide the avoidant child with the same degree of 

comfort as the mother c m  when the child is distressed. A resistant attachment (Type C) 

is characterised by the child being ambivalent toward the mother. The child may appear 

to both want and resist physical contact with the parent. The Strange Situation, however, 

is limited because it is suitable only as a laboratory-based, qualitative measure of 

attachment. In the mid- 1 980s, Q-sort methodology was developed to quantitatively 

assess at tachent  securïty during intensive home-based observations of parent-child 

dyads (Bretherton, 1985). This methodology has proven to be a more reliable and valid 

measure of attachment as the child-parent dyads are observed in their natural 

environment at home. 

It is believed that the qualities of a secure attachment relationship encourage the 

development of a positive sense of self. This sense of self is fostered from the early 

stages of the attachment relationship because the caregiver's degree of synchronisation 

with the infant provides an organisational basis for the child's ernerging self (Sroufe, 

1996). When children experience confidence in the relationships they have with their 

parents, their sense of confiidence in their own abilities is encouraged, just as their self- 

reliance strengthens when they feel secure in their attachment relationship (Sroufe, 1996). 

Children's feelings of autonomy and the personal sense that they as individuals are 

valued and worthy of care develops fiom their sense of security in the child-parent 

attachment and the experience of having their personal needs addressed. However, there 
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is linle data to support this theoreticai proposition (eg. Cassidy, 1988; Verschueren, 

Marcoen, & Schoefs, 1996) 

Attachent influences many aspects of a child's development, including the 

development of the self in terms of fiiendships and self-perceptions. Cassidy, Kirsh, 

Scolton, and Parke (1 996) studied attachment security and peer-related representations 

and found that secure children are more prosocial than insecure-avoidant children. The 

insecure-avoidant children offered few positive responses and displayed an inability to 

provide exarnples of emotional support or instrumental support when asked. The 

children's responses to six peer-related questions following an oral story indicated that 

the extent to which the children's self-perceptions included feeling likeable influenced 

the degree to which they liked their peer. Further, there was a relationship between 

greater perceived rejection by both mothers and fathers and greater perceived hostile peer 

intent. Children who had developed representations of their parents as being rejecting 

also had less positive representations of unfamilia. peers. 

The attachent relationship between parent and child provides the child with a 

mode1 of interpersonal interaction patterns. This relationship is intluenced by the parent's 

responsiveness to the child's needs, which in hini, affects how the child conceives of her 

or his self. 

The Self 

The conceptualisation of self is surrounded by an aura of mystique. Self may be 

used in reference to "the emergence of an awareness that one cm affect people and 

objects and a consciousness of one's feelings and cornpetencies ... the '1-feeling"' (ECagan, 

Ham, Markowitz, Lopez, & Sigal, 1982, p. 173). Preyer [(1889) as cited in Kagan et al., 
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19821 believed that once children are capable of reflecting on their sensations and actions 

they are in the process of gathering information on the "1-feeling." 

Young children's understanding of wbo they are may be subdivided into four 

components: the physical, active, social, and psychological self (Damon & Hart, 1982). 

These four components of self develop from infancy to adolescence. Damon and Hart 

(1 982) focused on the development of self because they believed this concephialisation 

was necessary before understanding self-esteem. In Kagan's (1 98 1) study of cognitive 

development in two-and three-year-old children as an example of the appearance of self- 

awareness at around 24 months. At this age, children are able to recognise activities of 

which they are capable or incapable. This understanding indicates that they have 

identified their self-limitations. Kagan stated that at this age children begin to use verbal 

statements as an indication of self-awareness and in fact, differentiate between active 

components of "me" statements - "1 play", and physical components of "me" - "1 have red 

hair". By making self-descriptive statements, children are demonstrating awareness of 

the qualities that form the self. 

The development of self-understanding cm be conceived of as occurring in four 

stages (Damon & Hart, 1982). Initially, there is a shift from defining the self in purely 

physical terms to using psychological descriptors of self. Second, a stable social 

personality emerges which characterises the self, followed by the developrnent of a self- 

reflective nature of self-understanding. Finally, the diverse aspects of the self become 

unified into a self-system. These changes, the authors state, develop in parallel with the 

cognitive development patterns of children, and adolescents. The cornplex nature of the 

developmental understanding of self necessitates the use of a systematic, developmental 
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model that is accommodating and cm potentially explain how the multiple dimensions of 

the self kteract. 

Self-Esteem and Self-Concept 

Terms used to relate to the self may be broken d o m  into two major groups: self- 

cognition and self-affect (Cassidy, 1990). Self-concept is made up of cognitions of a 

descriptive nature, which define the contents and qualities of the self. These qualities are 

understood as fact and may consist of physical descriptors or qualities believed to be 

possessed by the self. These properties are not evaluative in nature, rather they contain a 

qualitative component in that they may be labelled as characteristics and compared with 

others. The comparative nature of these qualities makes them more susceptible to change 

and their degree of importance may be related to their distinctiveness in relation to others 

(Kagan et al., 1982). 

Terms that are related to self-affect are used to describe the value a person holds 

of her or himself as a valuable, worthwhile, and meaningful person. These terms form 

the self-esteem of an individual because they serve as  a global judgement of an 

individual's overall sense of worth (Cassidy, 1990). The degree of value may be related 

to how the self is conceptualised in terms of self-concept, but it is a different category of 

understanding the self. 

Harter (1 993) accounted for both the multidimensiond nature of self-evaluations 

and the overall sense of self-worth in her integrated model of self. She differentiated 

self-concept from global self-worth (Le. self-esteem) by labelling self-esteem as an 

overall judgement of "one's worth as a person"@.88), which must be evaluated using 

non-domain-specific questions. Harter suggested that only in separating self-concept and 
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global self-worth are we able to look at how specific self-concept domains relate to 

global self-worth. This dates to James's [(1889) as cited in Harter, 1993)] understanding 

of global self-esteem to be a ratio of "one's successes to one's pretensions"@. 88). If 

feelings of competency arke in the areas in which there is desire to display a degree of 

competence, high self-esteem is more likely to develop. The opposite scenario is also 

possible. If feelings of failure are experienced in an area in which feelings of competence 

were desired, low self-esteern is more likely to be the outcorne. Thus the attribution of 

importance to a particular domain is crucial in how expenences in a particular area rnay 

influence self-esteem. 

Harter (1993) proposed that children around the age of eight begin to develop 

evaluations of their competence in specific domains as well as an overall concept of their 

worth as a person. The domains determined to be most relevant include scholastic 

competence, athietic competence, social acceptance, physical appearance, and 

behavioural conduct. Harter chose to account for James' postulation that the importance 

of success is critical in determinhg the degree of influence each area could potentially 

have on the overall self-esteem index. She included importance items in her measures of 

self-esteem to allow her to assess the value a child places on each domain. She 

discovered that children who consider themselves weak in one area but do not place a 

high degree of importance on this domain do not experience this weakness as detrimental 

to their self-esteem. In contrast, a child who places high value on a domain in which they 

do not feel they have a high degree of competency will indicate low self-esteem as a 

result of this discrepancy. In fact, the larger the discrepancy between importance ratings 

and perceived competency, the lower self-esteem should be. 
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Burnett (1 994) attempted to clarify the distinction and relationship between self- 

concept and self-esteem using a self-report questionnaire with children in grades 3-7. 

Rather than focusing on the descriptive/evaiuative distinction equated with self-concept 

and self-esteem, Buniett chose to define self-concept as having a cognitive/thought 

orientation that encompasses both descriptive and evaluative/comparative beliefs about 

one's characteristics. In contrast, self-esteem was conceived of as a global cognitive and 

affective/feeling orientation that focuses on how an individual feels about hirn or herself 

as a person. He found that thzre was a high comelation between cognitive and affective 

statements about oneself as a person. Burnett suggested that self-esteem can be defined 

both in terms of beliefs and feelings and may be combined to fom a unitary global self- 

esteem scale. He drew attention to the close relationship between a child's perception of 

how good-looking they are with global feelings and beliefs about oneself, as well as the 

relationships between global self-esteem and how well a child perceives her or himself as 

doing at school. Burnett conciuded that descriptive and evaluative statements about 

specific characteristics of the self are closely related and should not be treated as separate 

constructs. The only exceptions are school, physical ability, and math self-concepts. 

Thus, the relationship between self-esteem and self-concept is still not clearly 

defined in the literature and needs to be more readily understood, particularly in the work 

with young children. Children who are five to six years of age are still in the formative 

stages of their development. Additionally, they have had minimal exposure to intimate 

relationships outside of their families, so their attachent relationships and their 

developing sense of self provide particularly important sources of information. 
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Self-Esteem and Self-Conce~t in Young Children 

People regularly make reference to other individuais' "low self-esteem" as a 

possible explanation for their unsatisfactory behaviour. Recent research supports this 

popular association. In adolescents and older children, correlations between self-esteem 

and a continuum of cheerfui to depressed mood range from .72 to .80 (Harter, 1993). 

Low self-esteem is related to hopelessness and helplessness (Harter & Marold, 1992)' and 

is predictive of suicida1 behaviour (Harter, 1990a). Times of transition (e-g. shifting kom 

elementary to junior high or high school to university) are key times when self-esteem is 

most likely to alter (Harter, 1993). These transitions may prompt a change in perspective 

on perceived cornpetence, alter the hierarchy of importance of domains, and provide an 

opportunity to establish new social networks that provide either approval or disapproval. 

Young chiIdrenfs self-esteem and self-concept has not been studied as frequently 

as older children's or adults'. Perhaps because of the lack of research in this area, 

researchers tend to disagree on several fundamental issues, particularly whether self- 

esteern even exists a d o r  is able to be measured in young children. Marsh, Craben, and 

Debus (1 991) found that while young children's self-concept factors are still relatively 

unstable and more reflective of an overall general self-concept than domain specific self- 

concepts, they are better defmed and more distinct than had been previously assumed. 

Using one of the scales of the Self Descriptive Questionnaire - a self-report measure of 

self-concept for preadolescents - general self-concept was found to be well-defined at 

Kindergarten, Grade One, and Grade Two. This supports the notion that children under 

eight years of age do have a general self-concept. Another interesting finding was that 
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as children get older there is a greater differentiation of multiple dimensions of self- 

concept. 

In earlier research, Harter and Pike (1 984) found that the number of self-concept 

domains increased with age. Children 4-7 years of age are able to make reliable 

judgements on cognitive competence, physical competence, social acceptance, and 

behavioural conduct, as these are meaningful areas to them and they are capable of 

expressing judgements about the self in these domains. 

For young children, parental approval or disapproval plays a crucial role in the 

development of self-esteem (Harter, 1987, 1990b). Further, the degree of conditionality 

of the support that children receive is influentid in the development of self-esteem 

(Harter, 1993). The more conditional the support, the lower the child's self-esteem, 

regardless of whether the support is at a high or low level. This is suggested to occur 

because the child expenences a Iack of validation of the self and instead has specific 

behavioural contingencies placed on her or him in order to please the caregiver. This 

situation becomes even more complex when one considers the conditions that children 

perceive they m u t  meet to receive support. Often children believe that they must be 

good-looking, likeable, and athletically talented in order to receive support from their 

peers, and they must excel at schoolwork and be well behaved to be worthy of receiving 

support from their parents. 

It has been suggested that children younger than 8 yean of age are unable to make 

judgements about their self-worth (Harter, 1996). Although Harter believes they possess 

a sense of self-worth, she does not think that they are able to make meaningful and 

reliable judgements in relation to questions concerning their level of self-esteem. Thus 
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children in this age group, according to Harter, are limited in their cognitive ability to 

differentiate between distinct areas of the self-concept, and are unable to express verbally 

self-esteem evaluations. It is not until rniddle childhood that children have gained 

sdcient cognitive slcills to differentiate more clearly the domains of self-concept and 

only then does self-esteem become sornething that they understand. 

In order to validate self-concept measures in young children, Haltiwanger and 

Harter (1 988) (as cited in Harter, 1 WOa) developed eighty-four descriptors of children's 

behaviour. According to early childhood educators and kindergarten teachers, these 

phrases best discriminated between children who had low and high self-esteem. The 

selected behavioural descriptors were then used in a Q-sort procedure by another set of 

teachers who sorted the cards into groupings of behaviours dong a continuum of high to 

low self-esteem in a child. The nature of the behaviours that were found to discriminate 

between high-and low-self-esteern children could be classified into two main dimensions: 

active - reactive, and adaptive - non-adaptive. They found that high self-esteem was 

associated with displays of confidence, curiosity, initiative, independence, adaptive 

reactions to change or stress, and the ability to tolerate cnticism and teasing. Children 

who had low self-esteem did not display these attributes, and instead were more likely to 

give up when they expenenced hstration and reacted inappropnately during periods of 

stress or accidents. Six behaviour areas were found not to discriminate between high and 

low self-esteem children: cornpetence, attention, motivation to complete taçks, activity 

Ievel, fiiendships, and need for teacher encouragement. 

Harter (1 WOa) studied behaviours that were indicative of high or low ~ e l ~ e s t e e m  

in young children and found that discriminative behaviours were very similar to those 
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behaviours studied in attachment theory, that differentiate between securely and 

insecurely attached infants. She extrapolated from these results that measures of parent 

support "should be highiy predictive of our behaviourcil self-worth composite" (p. 93). 

Thus, if self-esteem is based on both our own and others' conceptions of our worthiness, 

the role that significant others assume in the development of self-esteem is important to 

understand. Similarly, McCrery-Juhasz (1 989) studied the role of significant others in 

the development of self-esteem and found that same-sex models who were significant in 

a child's life had the following charactenstics: "warm and nurturant, in control of child's 

needs, shows interest, offers encouragement and support, and is actudly involved" (p. 

583). All of these characteristics could also be used to describe a nurturing relationship. 

These results suggest that individuals who significantly influence the development of 

self-esteem in a child may possess the characteristics that also influence the quality of the 

attachment relationship. 

Intemal Working Models of Self in Relation to Attachent 

Building fiom Bowlby's conception of intemal working models as "mental rules 

constructed fiom experience which provide a fiarnework for interaction and perception of 

the self' (George & Solomon, 1989, p. 223), it has been proposed that children's internai 

working rnodels of relationships with parents will be significantly influenced by their 

attachent relationships. Representational models of attachment suggest that mental 

structures or rules develop fiom experiences children have with their attachment figures. 

These experiences combine to form a schema of both the affective and the behavioural 

components of the transaction. Another feature of attachment representational models is 

that these models are understood to develop in early childhood, when they are flexible to 
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accommodate new experiences, but gain increasing stability as the child matures. Finally, 

and most important in the present study, intemal working models are constmcted from 

information about the attachent relationship and eventuaily fom two complementary 

models of self and other (George & Solomon, 1989). These two complementary models, 

which are accepted by leading attachment theonsts, are thought to include the child's 

beliefs conceming worthiness of care in the conceptualisation of self, and statements 

regarding the dependability and acceptance of the attachment figure in other. One of the 

hypothesised staternents that wodd make up the child's concept of self in terms of the 

attachment relationship would include "1 am worthy of care" (George & Solomon, 1989). 

Inge Bretherton (1990) outlines Bowlby's working model as hinctioning as an 

early intemalised pattern of relating with the child's primary caregiver. This pattern of 

relating goes on to govem the relationship patterns that a child establishes with others. 

Because the interna1 working model includes a model of self and a model of other in 

attachment relationships, it serves as a guideline that the child uses to interpret the 

behaviour of others and the behaviour of him or herself. The patterns of communication 

between the child and caregiver fûnction in a complementary manner. Children will 

develop working models of the self as unlovable if their working models of  their parent 

are those of rejection. Conversely, children who expenence their parents a s  accepting 

and numuing will create working models of the self as loveable. 

Very little research has addressed the relations between attachment s e c u i t .  and 

the self. Intending to explore the connections between the working models of the 

attachent figure and of the self, Cassidy (1988) expanded on Bowlbyfs notion that a 

child's representational model of the self is closely related to the representational model 
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of the attachment figure. She was particularly interested in children's reports of their 

self-esteem when e x p l o ~ g  the connection between self-esteem and attachment Cassidy 

expected that if children perceive their parents to be available, responsive, and 

emotionally accepting, they would concurrently develop both secure attachment and high 

self-esteem. When children feel they are worthy of parental treatment necessary to 

develop a secure attachment, Cassidy proposed that they also feel inherentiy worthy 

which then leads to high self-esteem. Attachment was assessed in the Cassidy study using 

a nine-point scale of secure to insecure attachent and a classification system of one of 

four patterns of child-parent attachment: secure, insecurelavoidant, iwecure/ambivalent, 

and insecure/controlling . 

Cassidy found that in the reunion situation, a warm and intimate relationship was 

observed between children who were securely attached and their mothers. In puppet 

interviews, children 6 years of age were asked questions intended to reflect their levels of 

self-esteem. The securely attached children described themselves positively in both the 

puppet and self-interviews, and also demonstrated an ability to admit imperfections in 

themselves. This was thought to indicate a confidence to explore and reveal both strong 

and weak points of the self. The study's findings support the idea that there is a 

connection between self-esteem and child-mother attachment, although how this 

connection functions is not yet understood clearly. Cassidy suggests that while 

attachment is readily seen as determining the q d i t y  of self-esteem, it may also be that 

children with low self-esteem may make it difficult for a good relationship to develop 

between themselves and their parents. In the absence of longitudinal data, the direction 

of this relation cannot be determined. 
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In a recent study of self in 5 year old children, Venchueren et al. (1 996) used 

Cassidy's P u ~ ~ e t  Interview to assess representations of self, and a story completion task 

to assess child-mother attachment. They found that there was a relation between the 

positive affective quality of the children's self representations and their degree of security 

in their representation of attachrnent with their mothers. Children who had a positive 

working mode1 of self were more likely to have a secure attachrnent with their mothers. 

Children with negative models of self tended to be classified as having an insecure 

attachent representation. Additionally, those children who had secure attachments were 

more likely to be able to admit having imperfections in their self, while still maintainhg 

an overall positive perception of themselves. The results of this study suggest that young 

children are able to be classified both in terms of their degree of attachrnent to their 

mothers and in relation to the evaluative cornponent of their self, their self-esteem. 

The attachment relationship is suggested to influence the development of 

children's interna1 working rnodels of relationships and their concepnialisation of both 

self and other. Securely attached children using concurrent measures of self-esteem and 

self-concept have been found to describe themselves positively and admit personal 

imperfections, and both are considered to be signs of positive self-esteem. Although 

presence of a relationship between attachment and self-esteem has been explored, an 

understanding of the connections between the two is not understood clearly. 

The Present Study 

The primary purpose of this study is to examine concurrent and predictive 

relations of child-mother attachment security throughout the preschool period to self- 

concept and self-esteem in children 5 years of age. It is hypothesised that children with 
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secure attachment at 5 years of age will have a positive self-concept and high self-esteem 

in cornparison to children who have insecure attachrnent relationships with their mothers 

(see Figure 1). Because of the importance of developmental processes, security at age 2 

should also be positively related to self-concept and self-esteem even controlling for 

concurrent attachment security. Observational methods will be used to assess attachrnent 

security. 

Second, it is expected that self-concept and self-esteem will be related. Children, 

who describe themselves in a positive manner, as evaluated on a pictonai self-report self- 

concept measure will also evaiuate themselves in a positive manner on the a puppet 

interview used to assess self-esteem. Self-report discourse rnethods will therefore be 

used to assess self-esteem and self-concept. 

Method 

Participants 

Participants consisted of 29, five to six year-old children and their mothers. They 

were recruited from a larger follow-up study of 46 dyads. Because the current 

investigation began part way through the larger study, only 34 dyads were eligible to 

participate. Of these, four could not be contacted and one declined due to other time 

commitments, resulting in a 96% (29 of 30) participation rate of those contacted. 

Mothers had been initially contacted at the birth of their infants and then 

reassessed at three, six (Syrnons & McLeod, 1993, 1994), and 24 months (Symons, 

1998). For the current study, the mothers were re-contacted around the time of their 

children's sixth birthday. Twenty-two of the children were age 5 and seven were age 6, 

but for simplicity of presentation this age will be referred to as 5 years. The children (1 0 
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Age 2 Aee 5 

Attachment Security -- 
Finure 1 .  Proposed prediction mode1 of attachent, self-concept, and self-esteem. 
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fernales, 35%) ranged in age fiom 66 to 8 1 months @J = 70.3 1 months). Two (7%) of 

the children were the o d y  child in their farnilies, 12 (41 %) had one sibling, 12 (4 1 %) had 

two siblings, two (7%) had three siblings, and one child (3%) had four siblings. Mothers' 

ages when the children were 5 years old ranged fiom 28 to 42 years (M = 34.24) and 

fathers were somewhat older (M = 36.18 years, range = 28 to 49 years). Ninety percent of 

the children's parents were married, one (3%) lived common-law, and two (7 %) were 

single mothers. 

Twenty-one (72.4%) of the mothers were employed outside the home and twenty- 

two (84.6%) of the fathers were employed outside the home. A wide socio-economic 

statu (SES) range was indicated by Blishen Scores (Blishen, Carroll, & Moore, 1987) 

corn 23.70 to 63.64 (M = 44.89) for mothers and from 23 -4 1 to 10 1 -32 = 44.14) for 

fathers. Examples of Blishen scores are as follows: 23.70 for a childcare worker, 63.64 

for an elementary school teacher, and 10 1.32 for a physician. A farnily SES variable was 

calculated as either the average of the two parents' scores in dual-earner farnilies or one 

parent's score in single earner families @ = 41.19, = 17.63). In two of the families 

both parents were unemployed. 

Measures 

Attachment secuntv. The Attachent Behaviour Q-set (AQS; Waters, 1987; 

Waters & Deane, 1985) was used to provide an index of attachment security during home 

visits at both 2 and 5 years. This is a widely used home-based observational measure of 

secure-base behaviour. There are 90 items pertaining to infant behaviours and relevant 

contexhial information in the AQS. The cards are sorted into nine piles of ten, on a 

continuum fiom "most unlike" to "most like" the child based upon observing the mother- 
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child interaction. The sort obtained fiom the observed child's secure-base and related 

behaviours is correlated to a criterion sort of a prototypical securely attached infant to 

obtain an attachment score for the child presently being assessed. A correlation score is 

obtained (-1 -0 to + 1 .O) with higher scores representing higher secure-base behaviour. 

At 24 months, observations of infant-mother attachment security were completed 

independently by two observers after a 1.5-hour laboratory contact and a subsequent two 

hour home visit scheduied to occur within two weeks of the lab visit. During the home 

visit, both researchers attended to the infant and mother, particularly during naturaily 

occwring separations and reunions, as well as when the child was competing for his or 

her mother's attention. Within 24 hours of the completion of the home visit, the 

observes recorded their impressions and independently completed the attachment 

security Q-sort. 

Measuses of attachment security at age two were obtained from research records 

(see Symons, Clark, Isaksen, & Marshall, 1997). The mean score on the attachment 

security Q-sort at age 2 was .39 (So = .20, Range -.O7 to .72) and at age 5 was .43 (So = 

-22, Range -. 13 to -86). Fisher -to-Z log transformations were conducted on scores to 

provide some correction for the negatively skewed distributions typical of Q-sort data 

(see Figures 2 and 3). 

At age 5 the mothers and children were asked to play a game ("Guess Who") 

together, provided by the researchers, and then were fiee to continue to play the game or 

to follow their typical routine during a 30-minute observation period. The mothers were 

asked privately by one of the researchers to leave the room and then return again at some 
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Attachment Q-sort 

Std. Dev = .2 1 
Mean = .41 
N = 29.00 

Fime 2. Mean scores of attachment Q-sort for the pnmary observer at age 5.  
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Log of Attachment Q-sort 

Std. Dev = .24 
Mean = .45 
N = 29.00 

F i w e  3. Mean scores of log of attachent Q-sort for the prixnary observer at age 5 .  
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point during the 30-minute observation period. As the child was unaware that the mother 

was asked to leave the room, this allowed separation and reunion behaviour to be 

observed by the researchers. Within 24 hours of the completion of the home visit, the 

observers independently completed the attachent security Q-sort. 

The AQS was completed at age 5 by two observers. The primary observer visited 

with the mother during the first interview and observed the play penod with the mother 

and child together. The secondary observer completed activities for another study with 

the child during the fmt visit, and administered the self-concept and self-esteem 

rneasures and observed the play penod during the second visit. This methodology 

ensured that the primary observer remained blind to the self-concept and self-esteem 

assessment. 

One of the three observers switched from secondary observer to primary observer 

during the data collection due to employment changes and vacation tirnes. In only two 

home visits, however, did the pnmary observer change from the first visit to the second 

visit. In each of these two instances the secondary observer was constant. Inter-rater 

reliability on the Q-sort scores for these two visits was good, 1 = .56 and 1 = .74 on item- 

by-item correlations. This suggests that data was not negatively impacted by this 

variance in the procedure. 

Preliminary analyses (Isaksen, 1997) of the complete data set found that there was 

a high degree of reliability between attachent security at age 2 and age 5 (Symons et al., 

1997). In this curent study, there was a high inter-observer agreement between the AQS 

sorts of the primary and secondary observers at age 2, @) = -77, p <.001, and at age 5 , ~  

(29) = 3 3 ,  e < .O01 (see Table l), although relations between ages were weak. 
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Table 1 

Intercorrelations of the Log of Atiachment Securitv Scores of Primarv and Secondam 

Observers at Age Two and Age Five 

Age in Years Observer 1 2 3 4 

Two 1 .  Primary .76*** .17 .43 * 

2. Secondary -- -18 .25 

Five 3. Prirnary -- .72*** 

4. Secondary -- 

Note. N = 29, *** p<.00 1, * p c .O5 
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Self-concept. Measuring self-concept in young children is a challenge, 

particularly in the preschool and kindergarten age groups. Limitations of young children 

include an inability to read well enough to understand the questions and a reduced 

attention span. These were overcome by using a pictonal format rather than a written 

questionnaire. The Pictorial Scale of Perceived Cornoetence and Social Acceptance for 

Young Children (Harter & Pike, 1984) was used in the present study. The picture format 

of this measure captures the young child's attention and leads to more meaningful 

responses. In the pictures specific skills and activities are depicted, so that a young child 

is able to relate to the behaviourd description of specific abilities. There are two sets of 

the pictures to allow for gender of the depicted child to match the child answering the 

questions. 

Wiîh this measure, children are read a bnef statement explaining the pictures they 

are observing and asked whether they are more like the picture of the chiid who is good 

at the desired activity or the child who is not very good at the activity. For example, 

"This girl is pretty good at puzzles. This girl isn't very good at puzzles. Which girl is 

most like (child's name)?9 M e r  the child has chosen the picture which best describes 

her or him, the child is then asked for M e r  differentiation. If the child chooses the 

picture of the child successfully completing the task, the child is then asked "Are you 

really good at puzzles or pretty good?' If the child chooses the picture depicting the less 

successfui image, he or she is asked "Are you sort of good or not very good at puzzles?" 

Each item on the scale is scored on a four-point scale. A four corresponds to the most 

competent or accepted response, and a one indicates the least competent or accepted 

response. There are six items per subscale. 



Self-esteem, Self-concept, and Attachment 25 

The scaies assess four domains of self-concept: cognitive competence, physical 

competence, peer acceptance, and materna1 acceptance. Ali of these areas taken together 

are thought to provide a profile of self-perception. The four scales provide two main 

factors: general competence formed from an aggregate of the cognitive and physical 

competence subscales, and social acceptance formed from an aggregate of the peer and 

matemal acceptance subscales. An overall self-concept score is obtained by summing the 

four subscales. This scale has been documented to have acceptable psychometric 

properties (Harter & Pike, 1984). The reliability of the total scale (Le., al1 24 items), was 

in the mid to high .80s using a coefficient of a that provided an index of intemal 

consistency. Afier they completed the measure, the administrator asked the children for 

definite reasons for their alleged cornpetencies, which resulted in a 96% convergent 

validity rate with their self-report responses to the self-concept scale. 

In the current study, the version of the scale for children ages 4 to 7 was used to 

assess perceived competence and social acceptance. Four children who were entering 

grade one completed the grade 1 to 2 version, and the remaining children who were 

enteiing or attending grade primary completed the preschool-kindergarten version. 

Scores between versions were comparable and similar to Harter and Pike's (1984) mean 

scores on each of the subscales. Because little variation was found between versions, al1 

scores were used together in the analyses. 

Table 2 shows the intercorrelations of the four subscales of the self-concept 

measure. The cognitive and physical competence subscales define, and were highly 

related to, the general competence factor. The matemal and peer acceptance subscales 
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Table 2 

IntercorreIations of The Pictonai Scaie of Perceived Competence and Social Acceptame 

for Young ChÏldren 

1 .  Generai Competence -- .77*** .85*** .45** .32 .49** .81*** 

2. Cognition -- .31 .36* .33 -33 .63*** 

3. Physical Ability -- .37* .21 .46** .68*** 

4. Social Acceptance -- 90"" .88** s 89*** 

5. Maternai Acceptance -- .60*** .76*** 

6. Peer Acceptance -- .83*** 

Note. N = 29, ***p< .001, ** p< .01, * p < .O5 
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defme the social competency factor. These two subscales were highly related with the 

sociai competency factor as well as with each other. 

Self-Esteem. Cassidy (1986) developed the P u ~ w t  Interview to assess a childs 

representation of self. The Puppet Interview has been used in previous studies (Cassidy, 

1988; Verschueren et al., 1996) to assess the interna1 working mode1 of self with 

kindergarten-age children. To support the concurrent validity of the measure, 

Verschueren et al. (1996) found signifiant relations of positiveness of self with 

cornpetence and sociai acceptance, behavioural adjustment to school, and with 

behavioural manifestations of self-esteem. 

In the Puppet Interview the child is asked questions by a large hand puppet about 

her or his worthiness. The questions are posed by a researcher and directed to the puppet 

to answer about the child (see Appendix A). The responses the child gives are thought to 

be an indication of his or her level of self-esteern as they reveal "perceptions of how an 

unspecified 'other' views him or her" (Cassidy, 1988, p. 12 1). The use of a puppet 

provides a playful means of indirectly obtaining the child's conscious and implicit aspects 

of the self. AAer a bief introduction to the puppet, the child is told that "Woozle" has 

lost his voice. The child is then asked if he or she is willing to taIk for Woozle and 

answer the researcher's questions that Woozle is asked about the child. The researcher 

manipulates the puppet and faces the puppet when asking the questions. The child 

answers 20 questions about her or his self through the puppet, for example "Woozle, are 

you ever disappointed in [child's name]?" Following the 20 standard questions, the 

children were asked if they wanted to use the puppet to ask the examiner three questions 

of their own. 
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Responses were classified dong two dimensions of the self, positive-negative 

and open-closed, using specific guidelines (see Appendix B). Positiveness is based on 

the answers to 15 of the questions. A child's interview is classified as such if she or he 

does not make any negative statements, or one half-negative statement (indicated by the 

scoring procedures to be a less strong negative statement) about the self on these 

questions. If the child makes at l e s t  one strong negative or two mild negative 

statements, then her or his interview is classified as negative. Opemess is determined 

based on the responses to five questions that address realistic imperfections. If no 

imperfections are provided, the child is prompted a final time for any imperfections in his 

or herself. A classification of "open" is given to an interview when a child has admitted 

at l e s t  one imperfection, because it is considered to be an indication of the ability to 

admit to realistic "flaws." If a child does not admit to having any imperfections, the 

interview is labelled as "closed". Each interview can then be classified in one of four 

models of self categories: (a) positive-open, (b) positive-closed, (c) negative-open, or (d) 

negative-closed. 

The child's responses to each question were trmscribed verbatim fiom the 

videotape of each session for coding. A second rater independently coded a subset of 

eight intewiews and classified them as positive or negative and open or closed. The 

percent agreement between the two raters' classifications was 100% for the openness 

scale and 75% for the positiveness scale. Differences between the fust and second raters' 

classifications were due to subtle scoring differences in half negative scores of individual 

questions where the primary rater had classified one interview as positive and the second 

rater classified it as negative, or vice versa. To explore these differences, a third rater 
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blindly coded the same subset. The third rater's responses had 100% agreement with the 

primary rater's classifications, so the classifications were detemined to be reliable. 

Verschueren et al. (1996) translated the original English version of the Puppet 

Interview into Dutch. They also developed a revised scoring method fiom Cassidy's 

original scoring procedure. The new scoring method expanded on Cassidy's to provide 

more detailed instructions on the classification procedures and separated out the 

positiveness of the interview from the openness of the interview, which previously had 

been confounded in Cassidy's scoring procedure. The scoring manual of Verschueren, 

Schoefs, and Marcoen (1 994) needed to be translated into English, and two separate 

individuals undertook the translation procedure. Both translations provided identical 

scoring decision rules, and were thus seen as reliable. The translation of the revised 

scoring method was used. 

Procedure 

While considerable data was collected at each age, only Q-sort, self-concept and 

self-esteem data are germane to this study. Two trained researchers who independently 

completed the AQS within one or two days of the second visits at each age conducted 

observations. There were three to four hours of contact with dyads at each age, and a 

small number of supplemental questions were used at each age to gather information 

about behaviour that could not be observed. The primary observer at age two consisted 

of a single individual, and the secondary observer was one of four different observers. At 

age 5, the primary observer consisted of one of two different individuals, and the 

secondary observer varied arnong three different researchers. All observers were trained 

according to procedures laid out by Pederson and Moran (1995). AQS security sorts 
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(Waters, 1987) were scored according to the Waters, Vaughn, Posada, and Kondo- 

Ikemura (1 995) loadings. 

In the follow-up component of the study at age 5, the mother-child dyads were 

visited at their home twice, each visit requinng approximately 90 minutes. The visits 

occurred when there would be minimal distraction fiom other farnily mernbers. At the 

fust visit, mothers provided uiformed consent (see Appendix C) and the children were 

asked if they agreed to participate. The mothers were interviewed by one of the 

researchers on employment activity and non-parental care history, and also completed a 

package of self-report questionnaires between the first and second visits that were not 

relevant to this study. The children participateci in a series of tasks and measures that 

were videotaped. During the second visit, the measures in the current study were 

adrninistered. At this time the children were alone with one of the researchers to 

complete the self-concept and self-esteem measures, which were adrninistered in random 

order and videotaped. Following the completion of those tasks, the mothers joined their 

children and the dyads were then engaged in a play activity, during which the two home 

visitors observed attachment behaviour. The observers separately conducted Q-sorts 

within one or two days following the second visit. 

Results 

Descriptives and Gender Effects 

Means, standard deviations, and ranges for AQS scores at each age and for each 

observer can be found in Table 3. Age 5 attachment security scores higher than age 2 

attachment security scores, but this difference was not significant, paired #28) = 1.38, Q 

>.O5 Farnily SES was significantly correlated with age 5 attachment scores (29) = 
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Table 3 

Descriptive - Statistics o f  Attachent Securitv Scores 

Age in Years Observer Mean SD Range 

Two 

Five 

Primary .38 .2 1 -. 13 to .65 

Primary .45 .24 -.15 to 1.00 

Note. N = 29 -- 
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-.404, E = .030), indicating that higher SES families had lower security scores. There 

were no significant correlations found between attachent at age 5 and the children's age 

in months (L (29)= -.046, g = .8 19, rnothers age in years (g (29) = -.276, = .148), or 

fathers age in years (E (29) = -.2 13, p = .278). Two one-way analyses of variance 

(ANOVAs) found no significant differences between attachment security at age 5 and the 

number of siblings the children had at age 5, F (4, 24) = .770, p = -555, and the 

relationship status of the parents, F (2,26) = -009, = .991. Two independent sample t- 

tests were conducted for both mothers and fathers as a function of employment status. 

There were no significant differences for mothers, 1 (27) = .4 1, p = ,683, or fathers, { (25) 

= .87, E = .394. Except for family SES, al1 other demographic variables were not related 

to attachment security scores, and therefore not entered into any subsequent analyses. 

Descriptive information about the self-concept measure can be found in Table 4. 

The means and standard deviations for each of the four subscales were quite similar to 

the noms given by Harter and Pike (1984). A multivariate analysis of variance 

(MANOVA) was conducted using Hotellings 2 as a test statistic with gender as the 

independent variable and the four self-concept subscales as the dependent mesures to 

explore possible gender differences on the self-concept subscales. No rnultivariate effect 

was found, (4,24)= 1.26, > .05. Even though no rnultivariate effect was found, in 

order to be conservative and control for possible gender confounds with the self-concept 

subscales, the univariate tests were exarnined. A significant univariate effect of matemal 

acceptance was found. Girls reported higher levels of maternal acceptance than did boys 

(see Table 4), but ail other univariate analyses were non significant. 
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Table 4 

Self-Concept Subscales Broken Down by Gender 

Self-Concept Subscales Girls Boys Total Gender Effect 
(n = 10) (n = 19) - F (1,27) 

Cognitive Cornpetence 

Mean 

SD 

RarW 

Matemal Acceptance 

Mean 

SD 

Range 

Peer Acceptance 

Mean 

SD 

Range 

Physical Abilities 

Mean 

SD 

Range 

Note. N = 29, * ~ c  .O5 
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Table 5 contains the distribution of subjects across the four categories on the self- 

esteem measure. A chi-square analysis of the distribution of subjects in the four 

categories was non significant (X2  (1, N = 29) = -42, p = .5 1). Two separate chi-square 

analyses were conducted due to the srnall in each cell, to determine whether there were 

gender differences across the classification groups. The first analysis looked at the 

relationship of open and closed categories with gender, and the second at the positive and 

negative categones with gender. There were no significant differences in the distribution 

of girls and boys across each of these classifications, X2 (1, N = 29) = .41, E = -52, and X2 

(1 ,bJ = 29) = .03, p = 37, respectively. 

Predicting Self-Concept fiorn Attachment Securie 

In order to examine the prediction of self-concept fiom attachment security at age 

2 and age 5, a hierarchical regression analysis was conducted. Because gender 

was correlated with a component of self-concept and family SES correlated with 

attachment security ratings, both were entered as covariates in the initial step. These 

were followed by attachment secunty at age 5 at the second step, and attachment security 

at age 2 at the third step. OveralI self-concept at age 5 served as the dependent variable. 

This analysis was conducted to examine the amount of variance in overall self-concept 

that could be uniquely explained by attachment security at age 5 and at age 2. The a- 

priori data analysis plan was that M e r  analyses of self-concept subscales would 

proceed only if th is  predictive mode1 was significant. 

Gender and family SES were entered at step 1 of the equation (Total = .094). 

At step 2 attachment security at age 5 was entered (Total = .094), followed by 
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Table 5 

Distribution of Subiects Across Putmet Interview Categories 

O~enness of Self Positiveness of Self 

Positive Negative Total 

Open 

Closed 

To taI 11 18 29 

Note. N= 29 
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attachment security at age 2 at step 3 (Total E* = -130). The results of the analysis are 

contained in Table 6. At no point was the predictive model significant. Attachment 

secuity at either age level did not predict a significant amount of variance in overall self- 

concept. 

Cornparine Attachent Scores Across Self-Esteem Classification Groups 

To determine whether there was a difference between the self-esteem classification 

groups in children's attachment at 2 and 5 years of age, attachment security scores were 

compared between the two dimensions of the self model using a mixed ANOVA. The within- 

subjects factor was age (2 vs. 5 to 6). The between-subjects factors were openness (open vs. 

closed) and positiveness (positive vs. negative) on the self-esteem measure. It was 

predicted that children classified as open would have higher security scores at age 2 and 

at age 5. Further, children classified as positive were also expected to have higher 

security scores at age 2 and at age 5. Main effects of opemess and positiveness would 

have reflected these results. 

There were no between-subjects main effects found for openness, E(1,25) = -03, 

E > .OS, or for positiveness, E(1,25) = .07, e > .OS. No significant interaction of these 

two factors was found, F(1, 25) = .04, E > . O 5  The within-subjects factor approached 

significance, E(1,25) = 3.90, = ,059, suggesting that there was an increase in 

attachment security scores between age groups, which is consistent with earlier analyses. 

There was a significant interaction found between age and openness, E(1,25) = 5.07, = .O33 

on attachment scores (see Figure 4). To explore this interaction between openness and 

attachment, two paired sample t-tests were conducted. For children classified as closed there 

was no significant difference between attachment at age 2 and age 5, paired f (1 7) = .34, 
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TabIe 6 

Summary of Hierarchicd Remession Andvsis for Variables Predictin~ OveraIl Self-Conce~t 

Variable - B -- SE B P - F 

Step 1 

Gender 

FamiIy Employment 

Step 2 

Aitachment Age 5 

Step 3 

Attachent Age 2 

Note. N = 29 -- 
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SeKesteem Category 
c l o s e d  

l o p e n  

Figure 4. Attachent security scores by open vs. closed classification on the self-esteem 

measure. 
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2.05. However, there was a significant difference between attachment at age 2 and at age 

5 for children classified as open, paired 1 (1 0) = 2.62, < -05. Attachment scores at age 2 

were lower = .3O3, = -232) than at age 5 (M = S36, = .2 16). There were no 

significant differences between attachment scores at each age across the two 

classification groups as tested with two independent sampie t-tests, l(27) = 1 . 5 2 , ~  >.O5 at 

age 2, and 427) = 1.45, > .O5 at age 5. These results occur despite the apparent 

difference in scores at age 2 where the children classified as closed had slightly higher 

mean sceres (M = .423, = -19) than the children classified as open, and the reverse 

pattern occurs at age 5 when children classified as open had higher mean scores than the 

children classified as closed (M = .403, = .23). 

To examine m e r  this interaction, a change score was calculated by subtracting 

age 2 attachment fkom age 5. A positive change score therefore reflects an increase in 

attachment security score fiom age 2 to age 5, and a negative change score reflects a 

decrease. Using an independent sarnple t-test, no significant difference was found in the 

children's change scores in the positive and negative classifications, 1 (27) = S 6 , g  >.OS. 

However, there was a significant difference between open and closed classifications in 

the children's change scores as measured with an independent sample t-test, f(27) = 2.43, 

Q < .O5 Children classified in the open category had a higher mean change score (M = 

-233, = .294) than children in the closed category (M = .O2 1, = .258). 

No significant interaction was found between attachment and positiveness (F(1, 

25) = -09, g > .05). The repeated measures ANOVA was then rerun without the between- 

subject factor of positiveness. The increase in power resulted in the within-subject factor 
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of age reaching a significant level, F(1,27) = 4.14, Q < .05, while the interaction between 

openness and attachment gained more strength, E(i, 27) = 5.92, = .02. 

Self-Concept Scores Across Self-Esteem Classification Groups 

It was proposed that chilciren who descnbed themselves as positive on the self- 

concept measure would also evaluate themselves in a positive manner on the self-esteem 

measure. To examine the connection between self-esteem and self-concept, two 

Hotellings I~ tests were cornputed with the four self-concept subscales as the dependent 

variables: cognitive competence, physical competence, peer acceptance, and matemal 

acceptance. Open (open vs. closed) and positive (negative vs. positive) scores on the 

Puppet Interview were used as the independent variables. Both tests were non significant 

Hotellings (4,24) = -256, = -22, and .320, p = .14 respectively. 

Influences on Self-Esteem Classification 

Children used a variable number of words d u ~ g  the puppet interview, which 

could influence their results given that open classifications require more elaborate 

responses. To pursue the possible innuence of the children's verbal abilities on the 

classification procedure, a word count was done on al1 interview transcripts. The total 

number of words spoken during the 20 standard interview questions was counted, as was 

the total number of words spoken during the entire interview, including the child's 

questions posed to the examiner. A one-way ANOVA reveaied that there was an effect 

of verbosity on the self-esteem classification the child received. The total nurnber of 

words spoken over the entire interview and the number of words spoken by the child in 

the 20 interview questions, significantly differed among classification groups, F (3,26) = 

4.12, p < .Os, and F (3,26) = 3.27, < .05, respectively. Tukey's HSD was used as a 
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follow-up test to reveal that there was a significant difference over the whole interview in 

t e m s  of the nurnber of words the children classified in the negative-closed group spoke 

(M = 62.67, = 28.39) compared to those spoken in the negativespen group (M = 

120.17, = 64.07). 

Further follow-up independent sample t-tests found that the total number of words 

spoken during the 20 questions and the total nurnber of words spoken duruig the entire 

interview significantly differed between children classified as open or closed. Children 

classified as open had a higher mean word total in the 20 interview questions @l = 93.82, 

SD = 42.13) than children classified as closed (M = 62.06, = 23.24). This is a - 

significant difference, 1 (27) = 2.73, < .01. Those children in the open classification 

also spoke significantly more words during the whole interview (M = 1 19.36, = 

50.62), than the children in the closed classification (M = 75.83, = 34.00), f (27) = 

2.78, g = .01). The verbosity of the children was related to the classification of open or 

closed on the puppet interview. 

Because the verbosity of the children was related to classification in the open or 

closed categories, the Hotellings I~ test of the self-concept subscales by open vs. closed 

categories was rerun with the word totals entered as covariates. The results remained non 

significant, 2 (4,22) = ,162, g > -05, and changed none of the patterns of findings 

reported here. The repeated measures ANOVA of the attachment security scores 

compared over the two dimensions of the self-esteem measure was also rerun with the 

word totais entered as covariates. The covariates were non significant, F (2, 23) = . 1 8 , ~  

= -84. Again, no between-subjects effects were found for openness, F (1,23) = .04, = 

335, nor for positiveness, F (1,23) = .09, Q = -764, and no significant interaction of these 
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factors was found, F (1,23) = .04, p = 342. The within-subject effects remained the 

same as reported earlier. Difierences in the arnount of verbal response therefore did not 

account for the findings reported here. 

Discussion 

The fust objective of this study was to explore the concurrent and predictive 

relation between attachment, self-concept and self-esteem. Attachment security was not 

related to overall self-concept at age 5. Q-sort scores at age 2 and age 5 did not predict a 

significant amount of variance in concurrent (age 5) overall self-concept. These results 

differ fiom previous work (Cassidy, 1988; Verschueren et al., 1996) where attachment 

has been found to be related to self-concept using the same self-concept measure as used 

in the current study. The current study's attained self-concept subscale scores closely 

replicate those found by Harter and Pike (1984), so the self-concept measure itself is not 

suspect. What does differ between this study and the other two are the number of 

subjects and the measurement methods for attachment security. 

In Cassidy7s (1 988) work, concurrent attachment classification for 52, 5 to 6 year 

old children was determined on the basis of reunion behaviour in a lab setting. Observers 

rated attachrnent on a nine-point scale, and also categorised the dyads as displaying one 

of four patterns of child-parent attachment. nius, the categorical nature of the 

attachment ratings restricts the variability of the attachrnent scores. Further, the lab- 

based assessments may limit the oppomuiities to observe more nahirally occurring 

attachment behaviours. On the other hand, lab-based separations may be more stressful 

and thus elicit secure-base behaviour better than naturalistic home-based observations, 

particularly in older children. 
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In Verschueren et al. (1996), attachment ratings were obtained fiom the children 

themselves. Fi@ children were asked to complete attachment-related story beginnings 

with dolls, and on this bais  were given a score on a 5-point scale for attachment security 

and placed in one of four classification groups. This introduces shared measurement 

variance. The children's ability to verbally express themselves on a self-report measure 

for both the attachent measure and self-concept scale may have enhanced potential 

relations because verbal children may have scored highly on both verbal-dependent tasks. 

The subjective nature of the attachent measure may also lend itself to a positive self- 

presentation bias, and may more easily corroborate with the self-report self-esteem and 

self-concept measures. In contrast, the current shidy's use of a blind observational 

method of assessing attachent provides a more objective measure of attachrnent 

security than those based on children's self-report, which may have lead to the nul1 

fmdings. With only 29 subjects in the current study compared to the 52 and 50 subjects 

in the other two studies respectively, the power of this study was less than the other two. 

Nevertheless, the inclusion of the age 2 attachment security scores in the current study 

provide a dynamic picture of attachment relationships and led to the significant 

interaction between age and openness. 

Attachrnent security at both age 2 and age 5 was not significantly different 

between the self-esteem classification groups of openness and positiveness so there was 

no support for the hypothesised main effects of higher attachment security in positive and 

open categones. However, a significant interaction between attachment security and 

openness was found. Children who were classified as closed on the self-esteem measure 

had stable attachment security ratings between age 2 and age 5. In contrast, children who 
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were classified as open on the self-esteem measure showed significant increases in 

attachment security scores fiom age 2 to age 5. Their levels of attachment securïty 

appeared to be dynamic. These results were unanticipated and offer an interesting 

perspective on how attachent security rnay be examined. 

The change in attachrnent security kom age 2 to age 5 may reflect a shift in the 

interaction patterns of the attachment relationship that the children in the open category 

have experienced. The lower attachment secux-ity scores at age 2, rnay reflect a mother- 

child dyad that has experienced some difficulties. Their attachrnent relationship rnay 

have provided the mothers with an oppomuiity to recognise problems in the 

synchronicity of the relationship. These families rnay have been more accepting of 

discussions about al1 aspects of behaviour and emotions, this may have initially presented 

as a less stable environment. Later, these children rnay grow up feeling that it is 

acceptable to present different perspectives on who they are. Crittenden (1 994) stated 

that securely attached children are able to view others and themselves from several 

perspectives. They have parents who help them to understand discrepancies in their 

behaviour, which may encourage a securely attached child to feel confident enough in 

themselves to accept that they can admit imperfections and still feel good about 

themselves. Now, as 5 year olds, they are experiencing secure attachment relationships 

and because of their earlier experîences, they recognise these imperfections in themselves 

and verbally acknowledge them. 

It rnay be the change from lower to higher attachment security that is criticai. The 

less synchronous interactions, as reflected in the age 2 scores, have changed as the child 

has matured. Now these children are expenencing security in their attachment 
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relationship. ïh i s  recognition, due to the contrast fiom earlier yem,  has created a sense 

that these children rnay fÏeely admit less than perfect aspects of themselves because they 

have experienced less than perfect times in their earlier years. In fact, these children rnay 

actually have a more realistic perspective of themselves. Bowlby (1980) stated that the 

intemal representational model a child develops is a mental structure of self and other 

(the attachment figure in the context of this relationship) and the affect associated with 

the relationship. In Bowlby's terrns, their intemal working model of self and other has 

experienced variability and as a resdt a more realistic perspective of self has developed. 

The children in the open category are displaying metacognitive skills and a realistic view 

of self. Harter (1993) stated that the transition to elementary school rnay be a key time in 

altering self-esteem. The children in the curent study rnay have experienced changes in 

their attachment as they have recently corne into contact with an expanded group of 

adults, who rnay influence both their attachrnent relationships and how they feel about 

themseIves. 

It could also be that children who have a tendency towards interacting with others 

in a manner which encourages fieedom of expression of al1 aspects of themselves at 

younger ages, interact with their parents in a manner which leads to classification as less 

secure when Young. But as they mature, the sarne quaiities that Ied to a less secure 

classification have become adapted in the parenting interaction. This adaptation rnay lead 

to a more secure classification as both parents and children are more open about their 

feelings and thoughts. 

The interaction pattern raises questions about the importance of parenting styles 

and how these may fit with attachent theory. The goodness-of-fit parenting model, 
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(Thomas, Chess, Birch, Hertzig, & Kon, 1963) suggests that the interaction between the 

dyad in a relationship takes into account the temperament of the infant, prior 

expectations, and experiences. A match in expectations and behaviour leads to a hi& 

degree of fit. The goodness-of-fit constmct is a dynamic one where the partners in the 

relationship are changing based on their interactive histories, expectations, and cultural 

background (Seifer & Schiller, 1995). The mothers may be recognising their child's 

increasing autonomy and are now self-regulating their own behaviour to adapt fkom a 

protective mode to one which encourages the development of skills and autonomy in the 

child (George & Soloman, 1989)' better matching the child's style. Therefore, a critical 

component may be the recognition by parents that their relationship with their children be 

open for expression of both good and bad aspects of life, and that it adapts to these 

changes. It is possible that when children are able to express short-cornings in 

themselves, and still feel good about how they perceive themselves, they will also have 

attachent relations which are both flexible as well as increasing in security. These 

children would then be experiencing unconditional regard from parents who accept them 

for who they trdy are. 

It was expected that children who positively evaluated their cornpetencies on the 

self-report, self-concept scale would also describe themselves in a positive manner on the 

self-esteem measure. But this was not found. Instead there was no significant relation 

found between the openness and positiveness of the self-esteem measure and the 

subscales of the self-concept measure. This finding supports Cassidy's (1988) work 

where she too found no significant correlations between Harter and Pike's (1984) self- 

concept measure and the Puppet Interview. Cassidy attributed this lack of relation to the 
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possibility that the self-concept subscales were tapping into domain-specific self- 

perceptions, as they were designed to assess, rather than overall feelings about the self. 

Verschueren et al. (1 996) found that only the children classified as negative-open on the 

self-esteem measure could be differentiated in their scores on the self-concept measure 

fiom the children classified as positive. Children classified as negative-closed gave 

similar ratings as the children classified as positive on the self-concept scale, which 

Verschueren et ai., attributed to an inability to admit imperfections in these children. 

The small sample size in the current study restricted the cornparisons that could 

be made. In conjunction with the earlier studies', these results raise questions about what 

is being measured when children are asked to evaluate themselves on these dimensions. 

Based on the proposed relation between self-concept and self-esteem, these discrepancies 

warrant M e r  examination to decipher more clearly where the comection between the 

two exists. 

To explore the possibility that the children's verbal abilities may have influenced 

their scores on the self-esteem rneasure, a word count was done on each of the transcribed 

interviews. A significant difference was found between the nurnber of words children 

classified as open said than those in the closed category, as children in the open category 

spoke more words in both the initial 20 questions asked of them and over the entire 

interview. Children who are classified as open seem to be better able to verbally express 

themselves, and rnay therefore be more likely to admit imperfections in themselves. A 

child who is less confident in his or her verbal abilities may resort to shorter answers and 

refiain fiorn elaborating on her or his answers, thus reducing the chances that 

imperfections will be expressed, and increasing the chances of being classified as closed. 
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This finding has implications for the use of the Puppet Interview. Cassidy (1988) 

included a measure of verbal and quantitative ability in her study and found that the 

scores had "no systematic relation9'@. 128) to the Puppet Interview. Verschueren et al. 

(1 996) reported that there was no significant correlation between positiveness and the 

children's results on a vocabulary test, but did find a significant correlation between the 

vocabulary test scores and the openness category, yet chose not to include this variable in 

subsequent analyses. Together, the results of the current study and those of Verschueren 

et al. (1996) suggest that the Puppet Interview's results are dependent on a child's 

verbosity, yet when entered into M e r  statistical analysis the number of words spoken 

did not influence the findings. 

Harter (1990a) stated that young children 4 to 7 years old tend to "inflate their 

sense of adequacym@. 88). The current study's results on the self-concept scale support 

this supposition, as reflected in the negative skew of the scores. However, Harter d so  

daims that a young child "does not have a concept of his or her worth as a person"@. 89) 

based on her belief that young children do not possess the ability to verbalise their 

perceived worth. Some of the answers that were offered by this study's participants 

present a different view to this position as displayed in exarnples of the children's 

responses to the question: "Do you think (child's name) is important, or not so important? 

M y ? '  

"She's important because she is really nice and she is a nice fnend." 

"Important. He's important because he's special." 

"Not important, yes 1 am, I do lots of stuffmy mom and dad does." 

"Important, because has to clean up his room and feed the dog." 
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The children's responses to the question: "What's good about him/ her?" aiso suggest an 

ability to self-refiect at age 5.  

"He be nice to his friends. He doesn't bud, he doesn't push and hurt, he doesn't 

steal, he doesn't do anythmg to his Wends." 

"She is reaily nice to me and she is really cute." 

"He's being good and he doesn't Say bad words." 

"She always kisses her mom and dad goodbye." 

The responses provided to the self-esteem interview suggest that some of the children are 

capable of self-reflecting on their abilities and are also able to verbally express these 

thoughts. Perhaps age distinctions in assessing children's levels of self-esteem shouid 

not be the focus of intense study, rather it may be more prudent to explore the 

developmental processes associated with changes in self-reflective verbal expression 

when looking at self-esteem assessrnent measures. 

It would be interesting to attempt this study with more subjects. Due to 

limitations in the number of mother-child dyads available to be contacted, the sample size 

is quite small. Increasing the number of subjects would provide more variability and 

would also allow multivaxiate analyses to be conducted. This could help us to better 

understand the nature of the relationship between openness and positiveness on the self- 

esteem measure and would provide more children in each of the self-esteem classification 

groups. An increase in sample size would also increase the power of the statistics to 

permit detection of possible differences that may be present in the data yet remain 

undetermined due to the small numbers. Further, a larger number of mother-child dyads 

would have had more variability and may have lead to a significant predictive 
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relationship between age 2 and age 5 attachent security, thereby contnbuting more to 

the development of a predictive mode1 of attachment, self-concept and self-esteem. 

A number of future directions for research emerge. The interaction found 

between openness on the self-esteem measure and attachment security raises some 

interesting questions that warrant fürther study. In the exploration of attachment security, 

particularly in the fortunate circumstance of a longitudinal study, it may be beneficial to 

include measures of parenting styles. This would provide more detail to look at possible 

patterns in parenting interaction with children's temperament and behaviour styles 

(Belsky, 1984; van den Boom, 1997) that may contribute to a child feeling good about 

her or hirn self in later life. It codd be that parents who do not attempt to shelter their 

children from the reality of the world, rnight be assisting their children to gain a broader 

perspective of themselves. This "reality-check" also raises questions about how these 

children who acknowledge their weaknesses will fare over the years through school and 

beyond. Do children benefit from this perspective, or are they acquiring too much 

knowledge too soon? The results of the curent study suggest that the former is a more 

accurate assumption in the early elementary ages, but perhaps this becomes a less 

adaptive strategy as the child matures. 

The Puppet Interview may provide a clinician with an insightful method of 

assessing a child's perspective on his or herself. The children in this study readily 

accepted the role of speaking for the puppet and this interaction provided a fascinating 

view of how they perceive themselves, if nothing else other than how they want to 

portray themselves to a stranger. Work with a clinical population may provide more 

variability in the answers to the self-esteem and the self-concept measures, which may 
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then allow for stronger patterns to emerge between the self-concept and self-esteem 

measures. Children who have been abused or are depressed rnay be more negative or 

hesitant to talk about themselves, but they rnay find that the Puppet serves as a third party 

to taik through rather than talking directly. 

The AQS methodology provides a small snapshot of families' interaction history 

and focuses only on the mother-child interaction. Future research could take a family 

systems approach to studying attachment (Cowan, 1997) and look at the critical role 

fathers' interaction patterns and attachment with their children rnay play independently 

(Belsky, 1 W6), and in collaboration with mothers' (Fagot & Kavanagh, 1993) in the 

development of self-esteem and self-concept. Further, other contextual information such 

as social support systems (Belsky, 1984) and extended family influences rnay be 

influencing the attachent relationship, particularly in a longitudinal study. Self-esteem 

and self-concept rnay be more influenced by the broader family ecology (Harter, 1993) 

than the attachment measure used in the current study assesses. 

If the sarnple were larger, it would be interesting to continue to follow this group 

of mother-child dyads well into adulthood. The advantage of a longitudinal study is that 

it provides a picture of relationships which cannot be obtained fiom a single encounter. 

In continuhg to monitor these families, more insight rnay be gained on how children 

continue to develop in terms of their self-concept and self-esteem, and whether their 

attachment relationships provide a predictive ba i s  for these changes. 
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Appendk A 

Subiect #: 

Puapet Interview 

Sex: F M 

Age: 5 yean 6 years 

Date of Interview: 

Transcribed by: 

1. Wozzle, do you iike (n)? 

2. Do you like (n) the way helshe is, or do you want to make h i d e r  better? How? 

3. Wozzle, 1 want to know: 1s (n) a good boylgirl? 

4. What's good about himher? 

S. Well Wozzle, what's the very best thing about himiher? 

6. Are you ever disappointed in (n)? [if no, uNever?"] 

7. 1s (n) perfect? [if yes, "Totally, in every way?"] 

8. Wozzle, do you like to play with (n)? 

9. Tell me Wozzle, do you want (n) to be your friend? 

10. Wozzle, can (n) do lots of things? Does he/she do things well or  not so well? 

11. Wozzle, do you thing (n) is nice-looking? 

12. Wozzle, is (n) ever a bad boy/girl? [if no, 'Never?"] 

13. What's the worst thing about h i d e r ?  [if nothing, UNothing?"l 

14. Do other people like (n)? Who? [after first pause, "Anybody else?"] 
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15.1s there anything at al1 about (n) that could be better? [if no, "Nothing?" J 

16. Do you thing (a) usually does the right thing? [ifyes, UUsualIy does the right 
thing? How about always?] 

17. Do you thing (n) is important o r  not important? Why? 

18. Do you care what happeos to (n)? 

19. What do you hope happens to (n)? 

20. What do you think (n) will be when hefshe grows up? 

List auestions child asked interviewer: 



Self-esteern, Self-concept, and Attachment 60 

Appendix B 

Puppet Interview Scorina Instructions 

Positive and Negative Classification 

#l 
Positive = yes and mostly 
Half negative = sometimes, a bit 
Negative =no 

#2 
Positive = good the way he/she is 

= yes, but needs medical help for physical illness 
= wants to make self better, in physical change 
= somefirnes 
= would like to be better but don't know how 

Negative = I don? know 
= don't know anything to do about it 

#3 & #4 
Positive = mostly good or sometimes not good (3) but can give an example 

(can be trivial but has to be about self) (4) 

Half Negative = sometirnes good 
= says good (3) but can't Say what is good about them (4) or how 

they could be good 
= says good and give example (3) but (4) not an example of being 

good, or good because fear of being spanked or punished 
Negative = don't believe they're good 

#5 
Positive = plausible answer (trivial or not) 

= don't know 
Negative = sornething bad 

= says nothing 

#8 
Positive = yes 
Negative = no 
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#9 
Positive 
Negative 

#l O 
Positive 

Neg ative 

#Il 
Positive 
Negative 

#14 
Positive 

= yes 
= no 

= yes. mostly do well, completely do well 
= yes, can do things well. but not sure how well. sometimes good, 

sometimes not so good 
= no, can't do anything well 
= things can do well, but mostly not 

= yes 
= not attractive, 
= give an example of what's ugly 

= others like to be with them, can name 
= sometimes yes, but can name 

Half Negative = not sure 
= not sure but can name people 
= some would like to but can't name them 
= some don't want to but then can name them 

Negative = no one likes me, can't name anyone 

#16 
Positive = yes mostly, or always 
Half Negative = sometimes 
Negative = mostly never 

#17 
Positive = yes, important 

= yes important, give example 
= don't understand but give negative because don't understand 

Negative = give clear negative and they understand the question and give 
explanation 

#18 
Positive = it does matter 

= it doesn't really matter, but give positive explanation (can look 
after themselves so don't have to worry about it) 

= don? understand the concept but answer negative because don't 
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understand 
Negative = understand and gives negative answer and no doesn't care in 

explanation 

#19 
Positive = yes, sornething would like to have 

= nothing would really like to have happen, but if asked again can 
corne up with something 

= can't understand the concept no strong sense of future, can't look 
past 'nown stuck in present 

Negative = speak negatively. don? want anything 
= understand what's asked, really clear there's nothing they want 

#20 
Positive = know what they will be and will be happy 

= don? know but will be happy 
Negative = don't specify anything 
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Open - Perfect Classification 

For an answer to be "Open" must be clearly open. 
Have to reveal a short-coming 

a If begin to reveal a short-coming but pull back, it is not open 

#6 Everdisappointed in himher? 
Open = "Yes" (if can specify, it support it, but has to be something they 

aren't happy about themselves) 

Closed = may say yes but doesn't say what happened 
= Say yes but blarne someone else or Say others aren't happy with 
me 
= no 

#7 1s he/she pedect? In every way? 
Open = child admits having done something wrong and can give an 

example 

Closed = yes, but no example 
= I don't know 
= or give positive feedback 

#72 1s (n) ever a bad boy/gid? #73 M a t  is the worst thing about (n)? 
Open = admits bad and can give an example (12 & 13) 

= admits and gives an example (12) 
I don't know (1 3) 

Closed = doesn't admit bad or give an example (12 & 13) 
= sometimes admits bad but can't give an exarnple(l2) 

no example (13) 
= admit sometimes bad and eventual example (12) 

doesn't admit anything (1 3) 

#75 Is there anything that could be better about (n) ? 
Open = yes admits something could be better & gives an example 

Closed = nothing could be better 
= not sure, doesn't know 
= yes something could be better but can't give an example or is a 
physical appearance change (not as a person) 
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Classification Decisions 

Open - Perfect 

Ooen 

The interview is classified as open if child can admit an imperfection 
at least on one occasion. The admission has to be clear and wmplete. 

Perfect 
If the child is unable to admit an imperfection on any of the required 
questions, then the interview is classified as 'perfect". 

6-point scale 
The openness of adrnitting imperfections is also rated on a 6-point scale for 

"openness of seB. Interviews in the open categories receive a 
score of 3,4, 5, or 6, depending on the number of admissions. 

Interviews in the perfect category receive a score of 2 if they don7 admit any 
imperfections, or a score of 1 if they don? admit any imperfections 
and they show signs of defensiveness. (answer that other kids are 
bad but not me) 

Positive - Negative 

Positive 
The interview is classified as positive if the child does not make anv neqative 

statements about the self on any of the 15 questions. May make 
one mild negative (112 negative) statement about the self. 

Negative 
The interview is classified as negative if the child makes at least one strong or 

two mild neaative 1112 neaativel statements about the self. 

6-uoint scale 
Interviews rated as positive are given a score of 4, 5, or 6, depending on the 

presence of a mild negative statement and the degree of positivity. 

Interviews rated as negative are given a score of 1, 2, or 3, depending on the 
number of negative staternents about the self. 



Self-esteern, Self-concept, and Attachrnent 65 

Appendix C 

Informed Consent Form 

1 and my child 
agree to participate in a study called "Relationships and social understanding" being 
conducted by Dr. Doug Symons of Acadia University. I recognise that my previous 
involvement in a study 2-3 years ago has no bearïng on my current participation, and 1 
am fiee to withdraw at any time. In addition, verbal consent will be confimed with my 
child during the fmt visit. 

Participation involves 2,90-minute visits to my home by 2 research assistants. During 
the first visit, 1 will be interviewed, and my child will be videotaped drawing a picture of 
my farnily and playing with some Lego materials brought in by the researchers. Tasks 
will use common toys (Le. Duplo blocks and play characters) and objects (e.g. Smarties 
box), and my child will be asked to identifi objects, the location of objects and people, 
and hisher current emotional state by pointing at pictures of facial expression. 
Questionnaires will be left with me for completion. Videotapes will be accessed only by 
those involved in the research. Al1 data is confidenrial. 

During the second visit, the researchers will ask me to engage my child in a play or crafl 
activity of our own choosing, and otherwise observe "normal" family behaviour. My 
child will also participate in a puppet interview with 1 of the research assistants and 
answer some questions about how shehe thinks and feels about herhis self. 

Questionnaire address issues related to child behaviour problems, parenting attitudes, and 
my own personal adjustment. In the event of significant problems in any of these areas 
or if my child reports any problems, Dr. Doug Symons will contact me to discuss these 
issues and suggest potentiai options. The only limit to confidentiality is that the 
researchers are required to report the names of children in need of protection to Family 
and Children's Services. 

At the close of the study a newsletter will be sent to us describing the study. Further 
information is available if requested. 

Signature of Mother Date 

Witness 
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