
Abstract

The exploratory research described here was designed to examine positive self-evaluations

among African American, Caucasian, Chinese American, and Puerto Rican middle school girls.

A mixed qualitative-quantitative methodology was used to test two hypotheses: (1) liking one’s

self, as a young adolescent, can have different meanings depending on the social context of one’s

life and (2) the dimensions of one’s self-esteem can be different  among girls from different

racial and ethnic groups. Both hypotheses were confirmed. Additionally, the results showed that

differences in Caucasian girls’ public statements versus written responses regarding the

importance of physical appearance suggest they have conflicted attitudes toward being attractive

and that middle school girls widely endorse “love and limits”  as the child rearing approach most

likely to lead to raising a daughter who will grow up to  like who she is. Differences in the ways

girls from diverse social backgrounds perceived what it means to like one’s self underscore the

important role played by such social contextual variables as race/ethnicity, level of danger in the

neighborhood, family boundaries, recency of immigration, media images of feminine beauty, and

cultural attitudes toward physical attractiveness. The general conclusion to be drawn from this

exploratory research is that an understanding of the social forces a girl faces is essential for an

understanding of what that particular girl needs to like herself. Implications for girls’

programming, counseling, and future research are discussed.
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In recent years there has been much academic and popular interest in girls' self-esteem,

from Making Connections: Relational World of Adolescent Girls at the Emma Willard School

(Gilligan, Lyons, & Hanmer, 1990), to Shortchanging Girls, Shortchanging America (AAUW,

1991), to School Girls (Orenstein, 1994), and Reviving Ophelia (Pipher, 1994). High self-esteem

has been associated with girls’ motivation to achieve (academically and in a career) and

confidence in their ability to achieve (AAUW, 1991; Baruch, 1975; Phillips & Zimmerman,

1990). While some research indicates that an adolescent’s self-concept generally remains positive

(Marsh & Gouvernet, 1989), other research notes a low point in many girls’ self-regard

beginning in early adolescence (AAUW, 1991; Gilligan et al, 1990). Longitudinal studies have

found that a decline in positive self-regard among adolescent girls contrasts not only with boys’

experiences, but with younger girls’ self-confidence, self-concepts, and optimism about their

lives (Brown & Gilligan, 1992; Phillips & Zimmerman, 1990).

Increasingly, being female is being identified as a factor that puts a young person “at risk”

(Earle, Roach, & Fraser, 1987), and early adolescence is regarded as a critical time in girls’ lives

(AAUW, 1991; Brown & Gilligan, 1992). Studies have reported that dissatisfaction with one’s

body, eating disorders, depression, and thinking about suicide and suicide attempts all occur at

higher rates for adolescent girls than for adolescent boys (Gans & Blyth, 1990; Reinherz, Frost,

& Pakiz, 1990).

Gilligan and her colleagues (1992) view early adolescence as a "crossroads" for girls.

They describe it as a time of crisis when girls become uncertain of what they know and what they

can say in public. At this age girls are becoming conscious of growing up in a patriarchal society

which undervalues women. Consequently, girls lose confidence in themselves and their public

voices become muted (Brown & Gilligan, 1992; Debold, Wilson & Malave, 1993; Gilligan,

Rogers & Noel, 1992). Brown and Gilligan (1992) have argued that girls’ self-silencing and
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