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Abstract 
 

Stuck in the Middle: Career Progress, Motivation, and 
 

Engagement among Urban Middle School Students 
 

Deirdre T. Brogan, Ed.M., M.A. 
 

Dissertation Chair: Maureen E. Kenny, Ph.D. 
 

The process of educational and vocational development does not occur at a single 

point in time.  Many indicators of dropping out of high school, for example, are present 

by middle school (Alexander et al., 1997; Balfanz et al., 2007).  Yet, research and 

practice focus almost exclusively on enriching the learning and work experiences of high 

school students (cf. Fouad, 1997; Solberg, Howard, Blustein, & Close, 2002), and little is 

known about the factors related to career progress in urban middle school students.  In 

order to address this gap, the current study used a developmental contextualism 

framework to explore the relationship of a variety of academic and motivational factors 

with students’ career progress at the middle school level. Specifically, this study 

investigated the contributions of school engagement, academic motivational beliefs (self-

efficacy, intrinsic value, skepticism), gender, school grade, prior attendance, and prior 

Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS) scores (Math and English 

Language Arts, (ELA) to career progress.  Urban middle school students in 6th, 7th, and 

8th grade completed self-report questionnaires assessing career progress, school 

engagement, and academic motivational beliefs.  Academic achievement (i.e. MCAS 

Math and ELA scores) and attendance for the previous academic year were obtained from 

school records. 



 
 

Results of the study reveal that (1) Prior academic achievement (MCAS Math and 

ELA scores), attendance, gender, and grade only account for a small proportion of 

variance in career progress;  (2) Middle school students who have progressed further in 

career development also demonstrate higher school engagement and academic 

motivational beliefs; (3) Career progress explains school engagement beyond the effect 

of prior school achievement; and (4) Academic motivational beliefs mediate the 

relationship between career progress and school engagement. The findings suggest that 

middle school students sustain career progress despite levels of past academic 

achievement. They also support prior research that links career progress with school 

engagement among high school students (Kenny, et al., 2007), and suggests that 

motivational beliefs may be a link in explaining that relationship.
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CHAPTER I: Introduction 
 

Schools represent a critical context for promoting the educational and vocational 

development of students.  The process of educational and vocational development does 

not occur at a single point in time; yet, research and practice have almost exclusively 

focused on enriching the learning and work experiences of high school students (cf. 

Fouad, 1997; Solberg, Howard, Blustein, & Close, 2002).  Recent academic results 

suggest that a large majority of high school graduates are unprepared for entry-level 

college courses (ACT, 2008), leaving many students with few skills to compete in 

today’s global economy.  These findings also suggest that many students are arriving at 

high school so far behind academically, that it is highly unlikely that they can become 

ready for college and a career regardless of their high school coursework, the caliber of 

instructors, or their academic efforts (ACT, 2008).  The importance of career progress 

and related constructs for middle school students has entered the discussion in order to 

help students attain the knowledge and skills (i.e. a roadmap) to become ready for high 

school, college, and a career (Oyserman, Bybee, & Terry, 2006; Oyserman, Bybee, Terry, 

& Hart-Johnson, 2004; Schultheiss & Stead, 2005; Schultheiss, Stead, & O’Donnell, 

2006; Solberg, Close, & Metz, 2000). 

Career progress is a construct that has not been widely studied among middle 

school students.  Although there is no consensus on the definition, generally, career 

progress is based on Super’s (1990) theoretical model of childhood career development.  

This model consists of nine dimensions (i.e. curiosity, exploration, information, key 

figures, interests, locus of control, time perspective, self-concept, and planfulness) with 
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successful development across these dimensions purported to lead to effective problem-

solving and decision making.  Career progress is positively associated with academic 

self-efficacy, self-esteem, and an internal locus of control (Schultheiss, Stead, & 

O’Donnell, 2006; Stead & Schultheiss, 2005).  As a result of these positive benefits, 

career progress represents a possible target for intervention. 

 Identifying the factors that promote or maintain high levels of career progress 

among urban middle school students is a critical area for future research.  School 

difficulties (e.g. school disengagement and dropout) are increasingly more prevalent in 

urban schools where academic achievement is low.  A disproportionate number of racial 

and ethnic minority students, in comparison with their suburban counterparts (Balfanz, 

Herzog, & Mac Iver, 2007; National Education Association, 2001; U.S. Census, 2001; 

U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2000), attend 

these under-resourced, low-achieving schools, placing them at risk for falling behind 

grade level, dropping out of school, having limited future career options, and reduced 

earning potential (Balfanz et al., 2007; Education Trust, 2000; Jackson, Potere, & Bobst, 

2006; Olson & Jerald, 1998; Turner & Lapan, 2003).  Research has indicated that drop-

out rates are higher among urban students than suburban students (Ianni & Orr, 1996; 

National Center for Education Statistics, 1996; Olson & Jerald, 1998).  In fact, only about 

50% of students who enter high school at ninth grade within urban public school districts 

in large U.S. cities ultimately graduate (Orfield, Losen, Wald, & Swanson, 2004).  Many 

students are therefore well on their way to dropping out of the educational system by the 
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high school years (Cairns, Cairns, & Neekerman, 1989; U.S. Department of Education, 

1996).   

Although the levels of disengagement continue to rise when students reach high 

school (Marks, 2000; McDermott, Mordell, & Stolzfus, 2001), school disengagement and 

subsequent dropping out do not begin in high school.  It is likely that students who drop 

out of school at age 16 have psychologically disengaged from school as early as grade 3 

(McWhirter, McWhirter, McWhirter, & McWhirter, 1998) and significant disengagement 

has often already occurred by seventh grade (Murdock, 1999).  Since many of the 

indicators of dropping out of high school are present by early adolescence (Alexander et 

al., 1997; Balfanz et al., 2007), it is important to intervene prior to high school to enhance 

motivational beliefs, sustain school engagement, prevent high school dropout and prepare 

students for college and/or the workforce.   

The implications of underachievement and dropping out of high school are 

widespread. Many non-college educated youth often obtain jobs (i.e. clerks, fast-food 

restaurants) that provide little opportunities for them to advance (i.e. training and mentors 

in the field) (Blustein, 2006; Blustein, Juntunen, & Worthington, 2000; Wilson, 1996).  

Moreover, current data indicate that approximately 68% of men and 45% of women who 

have not obtained a high school diploma enter the labor force and do not possess the 

skills necessary to be successful in today’s labor market (Legum & Hoare, 2004; U.S. 

Department of Labor, 2001).  In fact, it is estimated that female high school dropouts can 

expect to earn $238,000 less during their lives than female high school graduates 

whereas, male high school dropouts can expect to earn $462,000 less during their lives 
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than male high school graduates (U.S. Department of Commerce, 2001).  At the same 

time, globalization and technological advances have led to workforces that require greater 

levels of knowledge and skills; this shift raises more concerns about those who are 

educated versus those who have insufficient or inadequate educational backgrounds 

(Blustein, 2006; Hunt, 1995; Rifkin, 1995).   

As a result of these findings, many urban education reforms have developed in 

order to improve the quality of public education and reduce the achievement gap between 

rich and poor students (Johnson, 2002; Levine, Lowe, Peterson, & Tenorio, 1995; Tucker 

& Codding, 1998).  The underlying premise is that if students are involved in career 

exploration activities and develop a clearer understanding of their career goals, they will 

be more likely to be engaged in school and on academic tasks.  Existing longitudinal 

research with urban ninth graders suggests that increases in school engagement are 

associated with higher levels of career development, or more specifically, career 

planfulness and expectations (Kenny, Blustein, Haase, Jackson, & Perry, 2006). 

Research on the positive effects of career education interventions at the middle 

school level suggests that the basis for this relationship may be established much earlier.  

For example, by middle school, many students consider different occupational roles and 

establish career preferences (Vondracek, Silbereisen, Reitzle, & Wiesner, 1999).  Career 

development interventions in middle school have shown some positive improvements in 

students’ preparation for high school, academic motivation, and future career selections 

(Lapan, 2004; Legum & Hoare, 2004).  Students who attend middle schools with 

comprehensive guidance and counseling programs have also obtained higher grades and 



Brogan 5 
 

perceived school as more pertinent to their development than students matriculating in 

schools without similar services (Lapan, Gysbers, & Petroski, 2001).  These few studies 

suggest that identifying the factors that influence career progress, particularly among 

urban middle school students is an important research initiative given the achievement 

gap and long-term implications of dropping out.  This study seeks to address this gap in 

the existing literature by examining the relationships of a variety of academic factors 

upon middle school students’ level of career progress. 

The discrepancy in resources and services provided to urban school-aged youth in 

comparison to students from more prosperous and educated environments, are critical 

determinants of the school achievement of urban youth.  In addition to school and 

community-based contextual factors, however, consideration should also be given to the 

role of individual student factors.  Students who do not have plans related to their future 

work lives often struggle to see the utility in their academic work, thus limiting their 

ability to obtain the skills necessary to succeed as adults (Baker & Taylor, 1998; Blustein, 

2006; Bynner, Ferri, & Shepherd, 1997; Evans & Burck, 1992). 

The current study is designed to contribute to the modest literature that is 

beginning to identify factors related to career progress in middle school students.  This 

study seeks to fill in some of the existing gaps in the literature by focusing on an urban 

middle school population, investigating a variety of academic factors, and exploring 

possible mediating relationships between variables.  Each of the main constructs (career 

progress, motivational beliefs, school engagement, attendance, Massachusetts 

Comprehensive Assessment System; MCAS scores) is examined from a variety of 
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empirical and theoretical perspectives.  These constructs address complex interactions 

between children and thus involve phenomena that overlap the educational and 

vocational domains.  A comprehensive theory of human development (i.e. developmental 

contextualism) (Lerner, 2002); will also be utilized to explain the complex interrelation 

of these constructs and thus provide a coherent framework for the rationale for this study.  

The following literature review will present the theoretical and empirical background and 

rationale for this study to examine career progress, academic motivational beliefs, school 

engagement, and academic factors (i.e. standardized testing scores and attendance).  This 

research has the potential to help ensure that middle school students remain engaged in 

school rather than stuck in the forgotten middle school years.   
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CHAPTER II: Literature Review 

The Critical Middle School Years 

 The developmental period of adolescence is inevitably marked by tremendous 

growth and self-discovery (Erikson, 1968).  This growth is accompanied by significant 

developmental challenges.  One such challenge is that students’ transition from 

elementary school to middle school.  This move is often accompanied by multiple 

physiological, psychological, and social changes and challenges associated with puberty 

(Gutman, Sameroff, & Eccles, 2002), which can be both a stimulus for growth and source 

of risk.  Middle school students often face larger class sizes, different testing and grading 

practices, as well as more challenging course materials (Epstein & Mac Iver, 1990).  

Empirical evidence also suggests that middle schools emphasize competition and this 

leads to weaker student-teacher relationships (Anderman & Midgley, 1997; Eccles & 

Midgley, 1989; Midgley, 1993).   

 Students’ perceptions of the quality of school life decrease significantly during 

the transition to middle school (Diemert, 1992).  Additionally, substantial declines in 

academic motivation and achievement often occur, particularly among minority youth 

attending high-poverty urban schools (Anderman & Maehr, 1994; Eccles & Midgley, 

1989; Eccles, et al., 1993; Schneider & Coleman, 1993; Seidman, et al., 1994; Wigfield 

et al., 1996).  Eccles and colleagues (1996) proposed that behaviors and motivation are 

influenced by the fit between characteristics individuals bring to their social 

environments, such as school or work, and the environment itself.  They also suggest that 

individuals are not likely to succeed in environments that do not fit their psychological 
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needs.  According to the person-environment fit model, a lack of fit between the middle 

school environment and adolescents’ developmental needs is responsible for the shift 

towards negative self and school achievement attitudes (Eccles, et al., 1996; Wigfield, et 

al., 1998). 

Recognizing the disjuncture between the middle school environment and early 

adolescent development, the Carnegie Corporation’s Council on Adolescent 

Development Turning Points: Preparing American Youth for the 21st century (1989) 

published a comprehensive report to reform middle school education.  This report 

includes several essential principles, including dividing large middle schools into smaller 

learning communities; linking schools to families and community partners; and 

promoting the education and health of all students.  As a result of this report, systemic 

changes were implemented nationwide through the Corporation’s Middle Grade School 

State Policy Initiative (MGSSPI) and grants allocated to cities and states allowed for the 

application of the report’s recommendations.  For example, middle school instructional 

materials and teaching pedagogies were improved (Goldsmith & Kantrov, 2001; Jackson 

& Davis, 2000; Juvonen et al., 2004).  These efforts helped to provide a developmentally 

appropriate, caring, and supportive learning environment for many middle school 

students (Dickinson, 2001; Lipsitz, et al., 1997).  Yet, the Carnegie Corporation’s recent 

report on Turning Points: Preparing American Youth for the 21st century (Jackson & 

Davis, 2000) reveals that changes in middle school practices have not occurred in high-

poverty (and rural communities) where academic underachievement is prevalent.      
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National legislation, particularly the No Child Left Behind Act of 2000 (NCLB, 

2002) has also sought to improve student learning in school districts by focusing on 

accountability systems (i.e. tracking standardized test scores, graduation rates, and other 

achievement indicators) (Marshak, 2003; Monty, 2003).  The NCLB legislation requires 

schools to make Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) and to raise the achievement levels of 

“at-risk” groups, including students of major racial and ethnic subgroups, to a state-

determined level of proficiency.  Yet, several years after passage of the NLCB 

legislation, national measures and statistics suggest that a significant class and race-based 

achievement gap persists (Barton, 2001; National Center for Education Statistics, 2001; 

Swanson, 2003).   

The focus on teaching and learning practices has drawn attention away from the 

social and economic conditions that characterize the neighborhoods in which those 

students most at risk for academic underachievement, school disengagement, and 

dropping out of school reside and go to school (Cuban, 1989; Hodgkinson, 1991; Peng, 

Wang, & Walberg, 1992; Waxman & Huang, 2001).  Neighborhood and school 

characteristics influence students’ academic outcomes.  For example, adolescents who 

grow up in neighborhoods with a higher percentage of affluent families complete more 

years of schooling and have lower school dropout rates than adolescents from similar 

families who grow up in poorer neighborhoods (Brooks-Gunn et al., 1993; Duncan, 

1994).  Many urban students attend middle schools that have few resources and high rates 

of discrimination, bullying, fighting, and teacher turnover (Balfanz et al., 2007; Balfanz, 

Ruby, & Mac Iver, 2002; Ruby, 2002; Useem, Offenberg, & Farley, 2007).  Students 
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perceive such school contexts as unproductive and report feeling alienated from teachers 

as well (Balfanz, et al., 2007; Waxman & Huang, 2001; Wilson & Corbett, 2001).   

 Middle school students who live in economically disadvantaged and dangerous, 

urban neighborhoods are at risk for academic underachievement.  In fact, the 

achievement levels of urban middle school students are consistently behind their same-

aged peers in suburban neighborhoods and in other countries (Balfanz et al., 2007; 

Balfanz & Byrnes, 2006).  Urban middle school students often live in neighborhoods 

characterized by high levels of crime, unemployment, family difficulties, concentrated 

poverty, and health concerns (McLyod, 1990, 1998; Walsh & Murphy, 2003; Waxman & 

Huang, 2001).  Moreover, students in high-poverty neighborhoods often engage in 

activities that can interfere with school attendance and involvement, such as being 

caregivers for younger siblings, accompanying peers on out of school adventures, and 

even joining gangs (Balfanz, Herzog, & Mac Iver, 2007).   Dropout and graduation rates 

are highly correlated with school’s poverty levels.  For example, Neild’s and Balfanz’s 

(2006) longitudinal research in the Philadelphia school district indicates that twenty-nine 

thousand students attend twenty-four high schools where 75% or more of the students are 

eligible for free or reduced price lunch.  In these high poverty schools, the annual dropout 

rate (which includes formal and near dropouts combined) is 25%. 

 Studies of academic and engagement issues among elementary and middle school 

students suggest that academic and social disengagement from school begins in the 

elementary school years.  In other words, students who drop out tend to give “warning 

signs,” such as attending school less frequently and/or declines in standardized 
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achievement testing or grade point averages during middle school (Finn, 1989; Newmann 

et al., 1992; Wehlage et al., 1989).  School disengagement can be seen in the sharp 

increase in truancy that often occurs once students enter middle school.  For example, 

Balfanz et al. (2007) report findings from the Baltimore Neighborhood Indicators 

Alliance which indicates that in high-poverty neighborhoods throughout Baltimore, the 

percentage of students who miss more than a month of school jumps from 15% in the 

elementary grades to 55% in the middle grades.  Similarly, Roderick (1993) found that 

students who were absent at least ten days or more over the total number of elementary 

school absences in the beginning of middle school were more likely than other low-

achieving students to never graduate.  One recent noteworthy study reports that in 96 out 

of New York’s 366 middle schools, “more than 30% of children were chronically absent 

during the 2007-08 school year.  In 27 schools, more than 40% [of children] were 

chronically absent” (Nauer, White, & Yerneni, 2008, pp. 3-4).”   In this study, chronic 

early absence was defined as when students missed 10% or more days (nearly a month) 

during a school year including excused and unexcused absences.  These results suggest 

that chronic absenteeism in early grades can set the stage for school dropout. 

 Many researchers have begun to predict future school dropouts as early as sixth 

grade (Alexander et al., 1997; Balfanz & Herzog, 2005) and suggest that problems often 

first noticed in ninth grade have been accumulating throughout the middle school years 

(Roderick & Camburn, 1999).  For example, in their longitudinal work, Balfanz and 

Herzog (2006) found that more than half of urban middle school sixth graders with the 

following three criteria eventually left school: attending school less than 80% of the time 



Brogan 12 
 

(i.e. missing five weeks of school), receiving a low final behavioral grade, and failing 

either mathematics or English.  Other researchers posit that repeating a grade in 

elementary or middle school is a major risk factor for future dropping out.  For example, 

64% of students who had repeated a grade in elementary school and 63% of students who 

had been held back in middle school left school without obtaining a diploma (Alexander 

et al., 1997).  Moreover, many social factors lead students to leave school.  Nield and 

Balfanz (2006) report that around 70% of students with substantiated cases of abuse or 

neglect during the high school years; who had a foster care placement; or who had given 

birth dropped out of school in Philadelphia.  Longitudinal research on middle school 

students in Philadelphia suggest that the early signals of distress, particularly related to 

classroom actions and behaviors, predicted dropout rates more than status (i.e. special 

education or English language learners) (Nield, Balfanz, Herzog, 2007).  These results 

suggest that the earlier a student signals distress, the greater the risk that they will drop 

out of school.  Thus, these early dropout indicators highlight the importance of early 

tracking systems during the middle school years to target at-risk students. 

 Additionally, minority youth often face negative stereotypes about their interest in 

school (Steele, 1997), their academic ability (Thomas, Townsend, & Belgrave, 2003), 

and future success.  For example, one study reports that when a failing student is 

described, many Latino and African American students are more likely to predict that the 

student is Latino or African American rather than White (Graham, 2001).  Many minority 

students are also well aware that they are likely to be excluded from future educational 

and occupational opportunities based on their race (Adeimpe, 1994; Myers et al., 1992; 
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Otto, 1991; Wong, Eccles, & Sameroff, 2003).  Thus, some students see their school 

efforts as futile and believe that academic pursuits will have little financial return 

(Mickelson, 1990; Midgley, 1993). 

 Urban minority students who do not successfully negotiate the middle school 

transition are at risk for long-term negative outcomes, such as school failure and/or 

school dropout (Finn, 1989).  In fact, students without a high school diploma are likely to 

lack sufficient financial means to support a family, be unemployed for long periods of 

time, and have few opportunities for occupational advancement (Blustein, 2006; Blustein 

et al., 2000; Rouse, 2005; Wilson, 1996).  Many urban cities with large percentages of 

youth who lack high school diplomas suffer economically as well.  For example, 

America’s Promise Alliance, (a Washington-based children’s advocacy group founded by 

Colin L. Powell), reports “that dropouts from the class of 2007 will cost the nation more 

than $320 billion in lost wages, taxes, and productivity over their lifetime” (Hu, 2008, p. 

NJ2).  Urban students who drop out of schools often reside in neighborhoods which are 

characterized by high crime, inter-generational poverty, higher social service costs, and 

low civic participation (Legum & Hoare, 2004; Rouse, 2005).  Recognizing the social 

and economic consequences of high school dropout, many states have begun 

collaborating with a cross-section of foundations, businesses, and civic groups to create 

initiatives designed to boost graduation rates (cf. Hu, 2008).  The goal of these programs 

is then “to intervene now, so they will graduate later” (Garriott, 2007, p. 60). 

Although the middle school transition and urban context factors can create 

vulnerability, the trajectory of a middle school student’s life is not fully determined by 
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social and economic circumstances (Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development, 

1995).  The choices students make during the middle school years are critically important 

for their educational and career development.  Academic achievement and preparation for 

successful careers during the middle school years can provide the foundation for a better 

life for youths attending inner-city public middle schools and living in low-income 

neighborhoods.  The middle school years represent an important juncture where all 

students can learn to prepare themselves for the challenges of high school and adult life.   

“Develop[ing] students who perform well academically and have the intellectual 

wherewithal to improve their life conditions” is therefore the next critical step for middle 

school reforms (Lipsitz, et al., 1997, p. 535). 

Reviewing Vocational Development in Childhood and Early Adolescence 

Because the middle school years are central to academic preparation and career 

attainment, the role of career development during that developmental period warrants 

attention.  Developmental perspectives on career acknowledge that vocational 

development is a life-long process affected by personal and contextual factors 

(Gottfredson, 1981; Super, 1957; Tiedeman & O’Hara, 1963; Vondracek, Lerner, & 

Schulenberg, 1986).  However, the vocational development of children1 has not been 

adequately addressed (Vondracek, 2001).  Instead, recent research and practice have 

focused almost exclusively on enriching the learning and work experiences of high 

school students (cf. Fouad, 1997; Solberg, Howard, Blustein, & Close, 2002).  There are 

many differing views as to why young adulthood rather than late childhood and early 

                                                 
1 Childhood is the period spanning 3-14 years old. 
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adolescence career development has been the foci of attention within vocational 

literature.    

For example, Goldstein and Oldman (1979) posit that adolescence and adulthood 

have been the dominant focus within vocational development because they represent “the 

most visible benchmarks in the transformation of the non-worker into the mature 

occupant of an occupational role” (p. 4).  The focus on high school students is thus 

related to the assumption that older adolescents are potentially more realistic about job 

choices as a result of having already worked and being closer to making career choices 

(Gottfredson, 1981).  Moreover, Zinnecker (1995) suggests the absence of children and 

early adolescents from vocational literature reflects a cultural belief that childhood should 

provide a period of moratorium.  During this period, children are separated from work, 

labor, and free from responsibilities associated with later age periods.  Vondracek (2001) 

views the overemphasis on adolescent and adult vocational behavior and development as 

an age bias and contends that this bias contributes to the failure to consider childhood 

dimensions of life-span development.   

 Two recent reviews of the childhood development literature argue that vocational 

development begins much earlier in the lifespan than previously assumed (Hartung, 

Porfeli, & Vondracek, 2005; Watson & McMahon, 2005).  The childhood period is 

characterized by a steady increase in career exploration, awareness, expectations and 

aspirations, interests, and career maturity skills (Hartung et al., 2005).  These findings 

indicate that what children learn about work and occupations can significantly impact the 

choices they make as adolescents and young adults.  Both reviews aim to frame 
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childhood career development as an interactive process through which behaviors are 

learned and differences develop across individuals.  Both reviews focus on the 

importance of understanding the origins of children’s career knowledge as well as how 

this knowledge can change over time as a result of the interaction between external and 

internal factors.  These current reviews are therefore consistent which previous research 

which recommended an increased focus on the process of childhood career development 

using longitudinal designs (Silbereisen, 2002, Tracey, 2001; Wahl & Blackhurst, 2000).   

Reconsidering Super’s Life Stage Model influence on Childhood Career Development 

 Super (1957) developed a comprehensive vocational life stage model of career 

development.  Super’s model begins at birth with the Growth Stage (ages birth-14) and 

continues throughout the lifespan.  In the Growth stage, Super (1990) emphasizes the role 

that family and schools play in the development of the self-concept, and describes three 

Growth period substages: Fantasy (ages 4-10; dominated by needs and role-playing), 

Interest (ages 11-12; likes determine aspirations and activities), and Capacity (ages 13-

14; one consider abilities, training, and job requirements) in the career development of 

children.  Additionally, four career developmental tasks are encountered through these 

stages: developing concern about the future, increasing personal control over one’s life, 

becoming aware of the importance of achieving in school and work, and acquiring 

competent work habits and attitudes (Super, Savickas, & Super, 1996).   

 Related to the life stage model of career development, Super (1963) discusses the 

development of a self-concept.  Super (1963) defines the self-concept as a “picture of the 

self in some role, situation, or position, performing some set of functions, or in some web 
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of relationships (p. 18)”.  According to Super, the self-concept is not one dimensional.  

Instead, individuals have self-conceptions in each role they enact.  These distinct self-

concepts are relatively stable across situations and roles and facilitate decision making 

(Tunis, Fridhandler, & Horowitz, 1990).   

 Super (1963) also proposes that there are three elements of self-concept 

development, including the formation, translation, and implementation of the self-concept 

across development.  Formation begins in infancy and includes the development of a 

sense of identity.  Self-determination follows formation and the former refers to 

identification with key figures and role-playing behaviors that the child has observed.  

Through reality testing the child modifies, confirms, or contradicts self-concepts.  

Children may engage in reality testing through play, in school work, and through 

extracurricular activities.  The second element, translation of the self-concept into 

occupational terms (i.e. vocational self-concept), is assumed to occur through 

identification with adults, experiences in life-roles, and self-awareness.  A vocational 

self-concept represents the individual or self attributes that an individual considers 

relevant to work roles (Savickas, 2002).  For school-aged children and adolescents, 

schoolwork significantly contributes to the development and growth of their vocational 

self-concept.  Students’ vocational self-concept is inextricably influenced by their student 

self-concept (Savickas, 2002).  Lastly, the implementation of the self-concept emerges in 

late adolescence or early adulthood and includes post-high-school training or entering a 

job. 
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Additionally, Super (1990) proposed a detailed theoretical model of childhood 

career development based on the work of Buehler (1935) and Jordaan (1963).  This 

model consists of nine dimensions, with successful development across these dimensions 

purported to lead to effective problem-solving and decision making.  These dimensions 

include: curiosity (i.e. marked by inquisitive behavior), exploration (i.e. when one 

searches for self or environmental information to satisfy curiosity), information (i.e. 

understanding of the importance of occupational information and where to acquire such 

information), key figures (i.e. role models or individuals who have a meaningful role in 

individuals’ lives), interests (i.e. an awareness of one’s likes and dislikes), locus of 

control (i.e. the degree to which an individual feels internal control over their present and 

future), time perspective (i.e. an awareness of how the past, present, and future can 

impact the planning of future events), self-concept (i.e. an awareness of how self-

dimensions are useful in roles and relationships), and planfulness (i.e. an understanding 

of the importance of planning).  Given the theoretical importance of these domains for 

successful career development in childhood, a detailed description of each dimension is 

presented below. 

 The first dimension of Super’s (1990) model of childhood career development is 

curiosity, which refers to an inquisitive attitude that can lead to career exploration 

(Hartung et al., 2005).  Career curiosity has been found to allow adolescents to 

realistically explore their future educational and vocational options (Blustein, 1992; Flum 

& Blustein, 2000; Patton & Porfeli, 2007).  Curious children begin to examine future 

selves, occupations, and display an overall interest in the working world.  For example, 
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curious children may ask questions about occupations or how things work and imagine 

themselves in future jobs. 

 Curiosity can therefore lead to exploration, which is the second dimension of the 

childhood career development model (Tracey, 2002; Super, 1990).  Vocational 

exploration helps facilitate the process of learning about work and contributes to the 

development of a vocational self-concept (Super, 1990; Porfeli et al., 2008).  Exploration 

also allows children to obtain information about occupations and themselves.  For 

example, children can learn how their personal interests and abilities are applicable to 

various occupations (Goldstein & Oldham, 1979, Nelson, 1978; Trice, et al., 1995; 

Schultheiss et al., 2005).  Children’s hobbies, for example, are evidence of their 

exploration and interest in certain activities.  In fact, hobbies lay halfway between play 

and work (Freud, 1965).  Children’s choice and pursuit of hobbies therefore provide a 

reality testing whereby they can strengthen or modify their vocational self-concept by 

obtaining relevant information.  Information is therefore an integral part of the childhood 

career development model.  Moreover, children use intrapersonal (i.e. considering their 

own interests, values, beliefs) and interpersonal (i.e. such as asking a friend or family 

member) skills to explore the working world, obtain information, and develop vocational 

goals.     

 Researchers suggest that middle school years represent a crucial developmental 

period for exploratory behavior (Csikszentmihalyi & Schneider, 2000; Entwisle et al., 

1999; Goldstein & Oldham, 1979; Hartung et al., 2005).  By seventh grade, many 

students begin extra-familial paid work experiences such as child care, yard work, or 
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other manual labor (Hartung et al., 2005).  In fact, from late childhood to early 

adolescence, adolescents shift from just thinking and learning about work to actually 

participating in work activities (Hartung et al., 2005).  The shift from generalized 

exploration to conscious and goal-oriented exploration appears to be associated with the 

transition from primary to middle school and supports the traditional view of adolescence 

as critical period of career exploration (Hartung et al., 2005). 

 The identification of role models can also help early adolescents translate their 

interests or hobbies into an occupation (Lockwood & Kunda, 1997).  In other words, the 

choice of role models can effectively help children and adolescents identify paths to 

follow towards desirable interests.  The identification of role models is a helpful factor in 

childhood career development.  A qualitative career study of 4th and 5th grade students’ 

also indicates that role models or key figures can significantly influence student’s 

conceptions of work (Schultheiss et al., 2005).  For example, many participants described 

how their family members emphasized the value in working hard and earning an income.  

It is likely that this understanding contributed to children’s school and work interests. 

 The development of interests is an important task in childhood career 

development.  In fact, research suggests that children establish interests early on in life 

(Betz, 1992; Fagin, 1953; Hansen, 1984; Tracey, 2002).  Interests can arise from what 

children like or accept or dislike and reject (Tyler, 1964).  Tracey (2002) suggests that 

children are more likely to develop interests in activities in which they feel competent.  

Children’s interests tend to be very concrete and related to pleasure during the first four 

to seven years of life (Oppenheimer, 1991).  As children become older, their interests 
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become more abstract and variable (Hartung et al., 2005).  These studies indicate that 

students who examine their interests in relation to their career choices are likely to have 

an easier time implementing a vocational self-concept (Blustein et al., 1997). 

 As stated previously, a vocational self-concept arises when the individual 

considers what self-attributes are relevant for their career progress (Savickas, 2002).  

Holland (1981) found that the self-concept was positively correlated with career 

development for sixth grade students.  Schultheiss et al. (2005) found that 4th and 5th 

grade students integrated Super’s self-concept and interest dimensions.   For example, 

participants’ self-conceptions focused on their academic and non-academic abilities (i.e. 

“I am good at writing stories”) as well as the link between abilities and interests and 

future interests (i.e. “I am good at science.  That is why I want to be an archeologist” (p. 

253).  These findings suggest that students’ self-concepts can connect their current 

interests with future vocational interests.  Because children spend the majority of their 

times in the school contexts, it is likely that students make the connection between their 

interests and vocational self-concept within this setting. 

 Research and theory has suggested a variety of skills that facilitate the 

development of the vocational self-concept and vocational development more broadly 

(Blustein & Flum, 1999; Byrnes, 1998).  For example, developing goals and taking 

proactive behaviors (i.e. making decisions, negotiating, delaying gratification) towards 

reaching those goals can be helpful in the initiation and regulation of the career process 

(Savickas, 2002).  These proactive behaviors are generally described as having an 

internal locus of control, which refers to the belief in one’s control over their life 
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decisions.  An internal locus of control is often associated with constructive behavior, 

control of emotions and social activity (Pulkkinen, 2001).  Conversely, an external locus 

of control refers to the belief that other people or things control one’s decisions.  An 

external locus of control is often seen as a consequence of aggressive behavior, low 

emotional control, anxiety, and passivity (Pulkkinen, 2001).  In other words, children 

who self-regulate are more likely to display attitudes and behaviors which are useful in 

making decisions during the career process.  For example, fourth grade students with a 

greater internal locus of control expressed more realistic occupational aspirations when 

compared to children with an external locus of control who expressed fewer occupational 

aspirations or more fantasy aspirations (Trice & Gilbert, 1990).   These findings suggest 

that if children have an internal locus of control, they may be more likely to seek out 

career-related information and develop practical aspirations.  Locus of control is therefore 

an essential component of Super’s (1990) childhood career development model. 

 A time perspective is also a critical dimension of childhood career development 

and personal adjustment (Lapan, 2004; Super, 1990).  Super (1963) argues that reflecting 

on the past and anticipating the future (i.e. positive time perspective) are central 

components of career maturity.  Research suggests that a time perspective is strongly 

related to career motivation, exploration, plans, decisions, and satisfaction (Carstensen, 

Issacowitz, & Charles, 1999; Marko & Savickas, 1998).  Time is often associated with 

planning which is consistent with Schultheiss et al.’s (2005) qualitative findings among 

late elementary school students and other previous research findings (cf. McMahon & 

Patton, 1997; Trice & McClellan 1993-1994).  Students explained how an awareness of 
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time is useful for planning future events (Schultheiss et al., 2005).  One comprehensive 

study revealed that an emphasis on planning assisted high school students in taking 

responsibility for their education and future decisions, whereas, a de-emphasis on 

planning for the future led to a mismatch between students’ understanding of the amount 

of education necessary for certain occupations (Schneider & Stevenson, 1999).  

Educational and career planning are therefore “intrinsically bonded” in childhood career 

development (Trusty, Niles, & Carney, 2005). 

Contextual Influences on Childhood Career Development  

 Current theoretical perspectives of child development recognize the interaction 

between the individual and their contexts (cf: Lerner, 1986; Ford & Lerner, 1992).  

Lerner’s (2002) developmental contextual theory provides a holistic and comprehensive 

framework for conceptualizing the cognitive, social, and emotional development of urban 

middle school students.  This framework has several major tenets, including: 

Development occurs at multiple levels of organization (i.e. biological, psychological, 

environmental, sociocultural, political, and historical levels); development occurs across 

the lifespan; and individual development is a dynamic process that occurs between the 

individual and various contexts, inclusive of strengths and weaknesses (Ford & Lerner, 

1992).  As a result of their physical characteristics, behavioral patterns, and history, urban 

middle school students react differently to various contextually-bound events.  The 

individual’s interactions with their environment impact development by influencing 

expectations, values and preferences (Thomas & Chess, 1977).  The developmental 

concept of plasticity (Lerner, 1996) indicates the development of urban middle school 
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students is not fixed or predetermined.  In other words, urban middle school students 

have the potential to modify and shift their development based on various experiences. 

 A developmental approach also assumes that development occurs across multiple 

contexts, such as those outlined by Bronfenbrenner (1979)—microsystem (students’ 

interaction with their environment), mesosystem (two levels of influence on a student) 

(i.e. parent and teacher), exosystem (a system that a student does not have contact with 

but still influences their development such as their caregiver’s workplace), and 

macrosystem (the interactions between these various systems and subsystems that exist 

within a given culture).  These concentric systems interact and can provide synergistic 

effects, which can have instigative or inhibitive influences on the development of urban 

middle school students.  For example, living in poverty but attending school in a wealthy 

district could have positive or negative influences on a student’s development. 

Familial  

  If career development is imperative during childhood, then contextual influences 

that impact childhood career development should be considered.  Research suggests that 

parents actively influence their children’s career development (Young & Friesen, 1992).  

Helwig’s (1998) longitudinal study of second to sixth grade students reveals that children 

often choose occupational levels that match their parents’ expectations (Helwig, 1998).  

Children’s home environment, including family constellation (i.e. two or single parent 

families), also influences their learning about career development and occupational 

aspirations (Gregg & Dobson, 1980; Morton et al., 1997; Trice et al., 1995; Wahl & 

Blackhurst, 2000).  Parents may encourage children to adopt gender-stereotypic 
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occupational goals (Birk & Blimline, 1984).  Many low-income and ethnic minority 

youth rely on family members for assistance and support in the career process (Fine et al., 

2004).  Some research suggests that parental figures have a stronger influence on a 

child’s vocational development than their schools and peer networks (Schulenberg, 

Vondracek, & Crouter, 1984).  However, other research suggests that low-income, ethnic 

minority families may not be able to provide adolescents with specific college and career 

guidance (Blustein et al., 2002).  Despite the fact that middle school students value their 

parents’ assistance, many parents often feel they possess limited knowledge of or control 

over students’ important decisions (Mau, 1995; Ware & Lee, 1988). 

Educational  

 In addition to families, schools provide an important context for children to learn 

about career development.  For example, several meta-analyses indicate that career 

development interventions in schools may effectively assist students’ academic 

achievement and vocational planning (cf. Baker & Taylor, 1998; Evans & Burck, 1992; 

Whiston & Sexton, 1998).  Many researchers believe that the implementation of school 

and career education programs can provide children with relevant career information, 

challenge gender-based vocational stereotypes, and help inform parents of the essential 

role they play in their children’s career development (McMahon, Carroll, & Gillies, 

2001; Wahl & Blackhurst, 2000; Watson & McMahon, 2005).  Career education 

programs may be especially important in low-income schools where parents may not 

have detailed college and career information (cf. Blustein et al., 2002). 
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Gender  

 On a macrosystem level, gender can be a major factor in childhood career 

development.  In fact, the topic that dominates childhood career development is 

occupational gender stereotyping (e.g. Helwig, 1998; Sellers, Satcher, & Comas, 1999; 

Tracey, 2001).  Research suggests that children of all ages have learned occupational 

gender stereotypes (Watson & McMahon, 2005).  Children in kindergarten and 

elementary school demonstrate occupational gender stereotyping (Hartung et al., 2005; 

Stockard & McGee, 1990).  That is, studies indicate that girls prefer stereotypically 

female occupations; boys prefer stereotypically male occupations (Hartung, et al, 2005).  

The influence of occupational gender stereotypes may decrease over time, however 

(Wigfield, Battle, Keller, & Eccles, 2001).   Moreover, some research suggests that the 

findings on occupational gender stereotyping are inconclusive, fragmented, and 

contradictory (Tremaine et al., 1982; Wahl & Blackhurst, 2000).  

  Gender differences have also been found in career exploration, aspirations, and 

interests.  Pre-adolescent girls tend to engage in less career exploration than their same-

aged male peers and also aspire to a limited range of occupations during the early school 

years (McMahon & Patton, 1997).  Boys report a greater number and range of vocational 

interests (Stockard & McGee, 1990).  It is likely that sex-based socialization differences 

may be the cause of such discrepancies (Dorr & Lessor, 1980).  Socially circumscribed 

gender socialization effects may restrict the range of vocational interests children pursue 

at different ages (Tracey, 2002).    
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Media  

Another major influence on the macrosystem level is the media (print and video).  

One study found that the career aspirations of African American junior high school 

students were influenced by television role models, particularly African Americans.  

Students reported becoming more interested in specific careers after viewing television 

characters’ satisfaction with such careers (King & Multon, 1996).  Fortunately, however, 

recent studies reveal that only a small number of children report that the media would 

influence their interest or disinterest in an occupation (McMahon, Gillies, & Carroll, 

2000; Watson & McMahon, 2005).   

Socioeconomic Status  

Socioeconomic status (SES) also impacts children’s vocational awareness and 

development (Hartung et al., 2005).  Children in the first grade can perceive social class 

differences; however, their ability to articulate said differences may not occur until the 7th 

grade or later (Gunn, 1964; Tudor, 1971).  As a result of their social status awareness, 

children may choose jobs that they think match their social status (Miller, 1986).  

Moreover, children living in poverty may have lower occupational knowledge and 

aspirations when compared to children from higher socio-economic backgrounds, the 

latter of whom are more informed about a variety of occupations (cf. Jordan, 1976; 

Weinger, 1998).  Other contextual factors, such as residing with both parents, having role 

models, and anticipating educational obstacles can mediate the impact of SES and age, 

however (Cook, Church, Ajanaku, Shadish, Kim, & Cohen, 1996).   
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Developmental Contextualism and Childhood Career Development 

Developmental contextual theory emphasizes the interactions of multiple, 

integrated levels of organization (i.e. parents, schools, gender, media, SES) at the micro, 

meso and macrosystem (Lerner, 1986).  This framework provides a meaningful way to 

understand the ongoing impact of career development on urban middle school students’ 

motivation and school engagement.  Developmental contextualism’s lifespan perspective 

suggests that development is rooted in history and integrated with historical change (i.e. 

this concept is typically referred to as historical embeddedness).  Development changes 

occur as a result of the changing environments, urban middle school students’ encounter 

(i.e. a concept referred to as temporality) (Ford & Lerner, 1992; Lerner, 1996).  In this 

sense, it is clear that the career progress of middle school students is broad and requires a 

multifaceted approach. 

The dynamic and reciprocal interplay between individuals and their social context 

influences the educational and career progress of middle school students.  According to 

the developmental contextual framework (Lerner, 1991; Vondracek, Lerner, & 

Schulenberg, 1986), the individual is not a passive agent shaped by the environment but 

instead actively processes and assigns meaning to environmental experiences.  The 

individual acts on these interpretations which also shape the environment.  Middle school 

students are influenced by events in their social context and the meaning they assign to 

such events.  Thus, it seems likely that career education within middle schools can help 

youth conceptualize how systemic factors influence their education and vocational goals 
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and behaviors.   Career education’s emphasis on developing fundamental skills (i.e. 

exploring, locating key figures, planning, etc.) and connecting various levels of 

organization (i.e. parents, communities, and schools) may even help middle school 

students negotiate and navigate risks more successfully leading to enhanced career 

progress and educational attainment.    

It is likely that urban middle school students’ career progress is reciprocally 

related to their prior academic achievement (Arbona, 2000).  Academic achievement has 

immediate and long-term effects for children and adolescents.  In fact, low school 

achievement predicts negative behaviors in adolescence, such as delinquency, substance 

abuse, and early sexual intercourse, which often interferes with school performance and 

persistence (Dryfoos, 1990).  High academic achievement is associated with competent 

functioning in many areas of life (cf: Masten & Coatsworth, 1998).  Moreover, academic 

attainment often determines career pursuits and lifestyle choices (Arbona, 2000).  

Students with low levels of academic achievement are likely to have a very constrained 

range of career choices (Arbona, 1996; Betz, 1994); in contrast, students with high levels 

of academic achievement access educational opportunities leading to more stable 

occupations (Fitzgerald & Betz, 1994; Richardson, 1993). 

 Students’ early academic achievement has implications for later educational and 

career choices (Arbona, 2000).  Considering how prior academic achievement of middle 

school students is related to their career progress is important for several reasons.  

Students who are not doing well in school may assume that their career options are 

limited and thus may be less engaged in career planning.  Moreover, middle school 
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students’ decisions regarding academic achievement can have a lasting effect on the 

academic and career competencies they acquire (such as the childhood career dimensions 

of curiosity, interests, time perspective, planning, etc.).  These competencies are likely to 

influence the options middle school students have available to them as they grow.  

Additionally, the choices that middle school students make regarding academic 

achievement result in personal roadmaps that “may be resistant to change in late 

adolescence and early adulthood, when students are more likely to participate in career 

counseling activities” (Arbona, 2000, p. 302).  Nevertheless, urban middle school 

students’ individual development is a continuously unfolding and dynamic process that 

occurs between the individual and various contexts (Ford & Lerner, 1992).  This means 

that the various experiences and circumstances (including school-based career education, 

quality of available schooling, perceptions of future opportunities) can occur over the 

course of an urban adolescent’s life which potentially modify and shift the adolescents’ 

life course, including their academic and career progress (Ford & Lerner, 1992). 

School-based career development programs 

Although career development is an important developmental task of the middle 

school years, educational reform policy and practice has largely neglected career 

development at this level.   In 1994, the School-to-Work Opportunities Act was created to 

support the state and local educational reform initiative.  The legislation provided funds 

for all fifty states to integrate the academic curriculum with the vocational curriculum in 

order to help improve students’ career plans and workplace competencies.   By providing 

educational and vocational experiences within school settings, students could develop 
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effective strategies for making transitions across the various domains of their life.  

Although, the school-to-work movement was initially intended to impact all kindergarten 

to twelfth grade students, recent research and practice have focused almost exclusively on 

enriching the learning and work experiences of high school students (e.g. Fouad, 1997; 

Solberg, Howard, Blustein, & Close, 2002).   

As a result of the School-to-Work Opportunities Act, many high school reforms 

and career development program interventions were implemented.  Work-based learning 

programs that were implemented following this legislation largely neglected “connecting 

activities” or programming that helps students to understand the connections between 

school and work (Blustein, et al., 2000; Hamilton, 1994; Solberg, Howard, Blustein, & 

Close, 2002).  In a review of school-to-work programming, Blustein et al. (2000) 

proposed that connecting activities that included career exploration were needed for 

students to develop a clear understanding of their career goals and the connection 

between school and their vocational futures.  Blustein et al. (2000) proposed, 

furthermore, that this understanding would enhance student engagement in school and on 

academic tasks.  The Tools for Tomorrow program was developed as a school-based 

career intervention to offer connecting activities to urban high school youth and to 

thereby address some of the academic and non-academic barriers, minority and low-class 

youth face in relation to career choices (Hartung & Blustein, 2002). 

Existing longitudinal research with urban ninth graders participating in this 

program suggests that higher levels of career development, or more specifically, career 

planfulness and expectations are associated with increases in school engagement (Kenny 
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et al., 2006), supporting the premise that an understanding of the relationship of school to 

career is related to school engagement.  Another program designed to enhance students’ 

self and work related knowledge found gains in student achievement and educational 

attitudes among 9th and 10th graders at a low-income urban high school (Solberg, Close, 

& Metz, 2001).  Two meta-analyses provide further support that career education 

interventions have positive impacts on academic achievement because they can enable 

students to better understand the connection between school and their vocational future 

(Baker & Taylor, 1998; Evans & Burck, 1992).  

Despite the developmental emphasis of high school programs (Blustein, Phillips, 

Jobin-Davis, Finkelberg & Roake, 1997), calls for early intervention (Fouad, 1997; 

Worthington & Juntunen, 1997), and compelling evidence that career education can have 

positive effects, most career education research has focused on middle-class White 

students and/or high school students.  Developmentally-based prevention efforts aimed at 

urban middle school students remain sparse or inconclusive.  Among existing studies, 

Legum and Hoare (2004) evaluated a nine week Career Targets middle school 

intervention for “at-risk” students.  The Career Targets intervention (Durgin, 1998) is a 

career tool that allows students to explore and clarify ways to align possible career 

choices with high school academic planning.  They hypothesized that students 

participating in the intervention would develop more effective study plans for high school 

as evidenced by their rates of career maturity, self-esteem, and grade point average.  

Although the intervention results were not statistically significant (most likely due to a 

small experimental group and a short intervention period), many students’ grade point 
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averages increased slightly and teachers reported work and behavior improvements for 

students participating in the intervention.  Despite the fact that the data suggests that this 

specific intervention does not work, it is possible that a longer, more targeted program 

would help middle school students see the connection between school and future career 

planning. 

One noteworthy study of middle school students, specifically seventh graders, 

evaluated a systematic guidance model that was designed to help students’ link career 

planning to personal and educational development (Lapan et al., 2001).  Students who 

participated in the guidance intervention reported increased awareness of the relevance of 

education in their lives and achieved higher grades than those students who did not 

participate in the intervention.  Limited existing research documenting positive effects of 

career education interventions at the middle school level suggest that the link between 

career development and school engagement may be established much earlier.  Thus, to 

maximize students’ educational and vocational success, research in the middle school 

years should be increased. 

In fact, school achievement attained in middle school should be of great concern 

as it provides the foundation for subsequent success in high school, thereby influencing 

future career attainment.  For example, during early adolescence, students begin selecting 

courses that impact their high school curriculum track and subsequent options for a 

college education and/or career selection (Eccles, Adler, & Meece, 1984).  Moreover, as 

evidenced by longitudinal research, the academic choices middle school students make 
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can influence their future educational and career development (Rosenbaum, 1998; Trusty, 

2004). 

Although many factors impacting career development occur at the meso and 

macrosystem levels, career education directed at the individual level is warranted so that 

urban middle school students will understand the importance of their academic work in 

relation to their future work lives.  As previously discussed, students who understand the 

relevance of school-based learning to their future careers will likely be eager to obtain the 

skills they need to compete in the global environment of the 21st century (Hamilton & 

Hamilton, 1998; Johnson, 2000; Kenny et al., 2006).  Many theorists identity such skills 

as “work-readiness skills;” whereby students plan their course of study around building 

skills that will allow them to obtain relevant experiences towards different vocations or 

jobs of interest (cf. Kenny et al., 2006; Solberg et al., 2002).  Despite growing evidence 

concerning the importance of these skills and knowledge, one qualitative study found that 

sixth through ninth grade students had very little understanding of how school relates to 

the real world and the knowledge and skills they needed to succeed in the future 

(Johnson, 2000).  Because middle schools do not typically help students connect their 

current school involvement with their possible futures, students often have to make such 

connections on their own.  Urban middle school students and minority youth are thus 

often left to figure on their own how to succeed in school and to synthesize what they 

know about their abilities and the skills necessary to become their various future selves 

(Oyserman et al., 2002). 
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Theory Linking Career Development and School Achievement 

 Within their stark social contexts, urban middle school students must seek out and 

sustain a sense of positive academic possibilities.  Possible selves (Markus & Nurius, 

1986) represent one conceptual framework for understanding why programs in career 

development may support academic achievement at the middle school level.  Researchers 

suggest that considering different possible selves, including school-focused ones, are 

particularly salient during the adolescent period (Oyserman et al., 2004).  The possible-

self construct is very similar to the self-concept, in the sense that more desirable selves 

become the focus for further exploration (Brown & Associates, 2002).  Possible selves 

allow students to consider hypothetical versions of the self and evaluate how desirable 

and possible they are for him or her (Markus & Nurius, 1986).  Possible selves represent 

what persons would like to become (“hoped for selves”), what persons could become 

(“expected selves”) and what persons are afraid of becoming (“feared selves”).  Similar 

to aspirations, hoped for selves consist primarily of wishes or fantasies.  

 Possible selves and goals can guide and regulate behavior by providing “a 

roadmap connecting the present to the future” (Oyserman et al., 2004, p. 132).  For 

example, students who construct school-focused possible selves are less likely to become 

involved in delinquent activities, feel more connected to school, and attain better school 

outcomes (Oyserman et al., 1995; Oyserman & Harrison, 1998; Oyserman & Markus, 

1990; Oyserman & Saltz, 1993).  Moreover, when minority adolescents, particularly 

African American students attending inner-city middle schools experienced their 

academic possible selves as plausible not only did their academic initiative increase (as 
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measured by homework completion, grades, standardized test scores, attendance, and 

school behavior), but also their levels of depression decreased (cf. Oyserman et al., 1995, 

2002, 2004, 2006).   

  In contrast to the aforementioned studies outlining a strong connection between 

student vocational expectations and their academic achievement, research has also shown 

that students of color may continue to hold high expectations for future academic and 

career success despite low academic achievement (Alexander, Entwisle, & Bedinger, 

1994; Entwisle & Hayduk, 1978; MacLeod, 1995; Mickelson, 1990).  For example, 

lower-SES minority parents and fourth grade students were found to take less account of 

prior performance evaluations (i.e. grade marks) in forming expectations when compared 

with upper-SES white parents and children (Alexander et al., 1994).  In a qualitative 

study of urban, Midwestern high school comprised mainly of Mexican and Mexican-

American students, Yowell (1999) discovered that the content of students’ possible selves 

was the hope for college matriculation and family compensation (i.e. to provide for one’s 

family) despite many students having very low grades.  These students struggled to 

translate their “hoped for” selves into “expected selves.”  The high school students in this 

study were also unable to outline the steps or procedures necessary to successfully 

transition from high school to college, or from school to a career.  Moreover, the students 

did not know or understand the relationship between the levels of education achieved and 

job opportunities.  Yowell (1999) concluded that students need procedural knowledge 

concerning the specific and concrete steps from school to work or college, which could 

be provided through career education. 
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 Students who hold positive academic attitudes (i.e. “hoped for” selves) despite 

low levels of academic achievement have been described as evidencing “paradoxical 

persistence” (Alexander et al., 1994, p. 284).  Paradoxical persistence can create a 

disjuncture between support for academic goals and the behaviors (i.e. procedural 

knowledge) needed to attain those goals (cf: Ogbu, 1988).  There are several theories on 

why students may be unable to translate the hoped for selves into expected selves.  

Kerckhoff (1977) contends that “unrealistic ambitions appear to reflect ignorance of the 

association between antecedents and attainments” (p. 32).  Hoelter (1982) explains that 

students attending black segregated schools might have “irrational career aspirations 

because they failed to acquire information” that would be useful in planning for future 

aspirations (p. 32).   

More recently, however, Mickelson (1990) suggests that an attitude-achievement 

paradox exists because students’ attitudes towards education are multidimensional.  She 

argues that there are two sets of attitudes towards schooling.  The first is the abstract 

attitude which incorporates the promise of the Protestant ethic that school achievement 

generally offers the means for success and upward mobility.  The second attitude is 

concrete and refers to students’ perceptions of the probable returns on their education 

with consideration of the opportunity structure available to them.  Concrete attitudes 

derive from a person’s experience in his or her family or community and are therefore 

class and race specific.  In a large sample of high school students (i.e. 1193), Mickelson 

(1990) found that the paradox of poor grades but positive attitudes toward education 

among black youths disappears when concrete attitudes rather than abstract attitudes are 
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related to high school grades.  That is, students may generally believe in the benefits of 

education, but be less clear on whether education will pay off for them specifically.  

Mickelson’s study explains how students’ attitudes regarding hoped for selves can differ 

from their expected selves. 

 The structural limitations imposed by the opportunity structures related to middle 

school students’ racial/ethnic group membership suggest that developing academically 

engaged possible selves may require a more effortful identity construction for urban 

students.  Oyserman and colleagues’ intervention studies indicate that these urban 

minority students have the dual task of assembling a positive academic self while 

discrediting negative stereotypes.  Yet, these authors maintain that urban students who 

acknowledge negative stereotypes and develop perspectives of themselves as succeeding 

as racial/ethnic group members can make behavioral choices consistent with obtaining 

academic success (cf. Oyserman et al., 1995, 2002, 2004, 2006).  The work on possible 

selves and behavioral choices adds evidence to support the premise that self-directed 

goals can enhance motivation and academic success for urban middle school students 

(Oyserman, et al., 2004).  That is, urban students having detailed academic possible 

selves connected with behavioral strategies to achieve goals can conceptualize a roadmap 

to reduce discrepancies between their present and future possible selves (Carver, 2001). 

Theories of Academic Motivation and School Engagement 

 Despite the importance of academic achievement in middle school, evidence 

suggests that motivation and school engagement significantly decline between 

elementary school and middle school (Eccles et al., 1993).  The expectancy-value theory 
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(cf., Eccles et al., 1983; Wigfield & Eccles, 1992, 2000; Pintrich, 1988) is one framework 

that is often used to conceptualize the achievement motivation among middle school 

students.  In their extensive cross-sectional and longitudinal research, Eccles and 

colleagues (Wigfield, 1994; Wigfield & Eccles, 1992) “have found students’ expectations 

for success in academic tasks and the value they place on succeeding in the task 

(subjective task value) predict their achievement performance, persistence in the task, and 

their choice of similar tasks” (Arbona, 2000, p. 294).  The expectancy construct has been 

operationalized by researchers in a number of ways in the motivational literature (e.g. 

self-efficacy, perceived competency, attributional style, and control beliefs), but 

generally refers to students’ beliefs about their ability to successfully perform academic 

tasks and provides an answer to the question, “Can I do this task” (Pintrich & DeGroot, 

1990, p. 34).  

  Similarly, the value component has been defined by researchers in a variety of 

ways (e.g. intrinsic vs. extrinsic motivation, task value, learning vs. performance goals, 

and intrinsic interest), but generally refers to students’ understanding of the reasons for 

doing a task (e.g. “Why am I doing this task”) (Pintrich & DeGroot, 1990, p. 34).  

Following from expectancy-value theory, students’ expectancies and values are related to 

their academic achievement and their educational plans (Berndt & Miller, 1990; Eccles, 

Adler, & Meece, 1984).  Students’ motivation to achieve in school is thus affected by 

their academic motivational beliefs, particularly, their expectancies for success (i.e. self-

efficacy), the value they attach to academics (intrinsic value), and their attitudes 

regarding the relevance of school to future success.   
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 Middle school students’ expectancies and values are likely influenced by their 

perceptions of the opportunity structure.  For example, a student may hope to become a 

lawyer (i.e. hoped for self) and even hold the belief that school achievement generally 

offers the means for success and upward mobility (i.e. abstract attitude).  However, given 

the limited opportunities within her school and neighborhood contexts (i.e. probable 

return on her education; abstract attitude), the same student may not believe she can 

become a lawyer (i.e. expected self).  The student may generally believe that education 

can influence future career success but not apply this abstract attitude specifically to her 

future career progress.  In other words, the student is skeptical about the relevance of 

school to her future success.  If middle school students learn to be more specific and 

concrete about their future educational and vocational development (or move from 

abstract to concrete attitudes), then they will likely understand how their academic self-

efficacy, intrinsic value, and skepticism (i.e. motivational beliefs) can intervene in their 

career progress and school engagement. 

 The longitudinal work of Eccles and associates has emphasized the developmental 

course of motivational beliefs and their long-term effects on academic achievement.  For 

example, first grade students can readily identify likeable subjects and those in which 

they do well (Eccles, Wigfield, Harold, & Blumenfeld, 1993).  These ideas are likely to 

impact children’s choices and performance in academic tasks (Wigfield et al., 1997).  A 

positive relationship has been found between expectancies and values in research with 

adolescents (Berndt & Miller, 1990; Eccles, 1983) and college students (Feather, 1988; 

Platt, 1988).  Thus, students who have confidence in their academic ability have been 
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found to be more interested in school and see the long-term usefulness of their education 

(e.g. going to college and/or obtaining a job).  These findings suggest that a positive 

sense of academic motivational beliefs is likely important for middle school students to 

stay engaged in school and ultimately achieve academic success.  Achievement 

expectancies and values have been shown to predict career choices among sixth grade 

students in longitudinal analyses (Eccles, Barber, & Jozefowicz, 1999; Eccles, Vida, & 

Barber, 2004).  Although not examined among middle school students, it is reasonable to 

expect that career progress and school engagement are linked to middle school students’ 

individual differences in motivational beliefs through the components of academic self-

efficacy, intrinsic values, and skepticism. 

 In addition to academic motivational beliefs, school engagement has become one 

of the most important and well-researched constructs in the educational and 

psychological fields (e.g. Finn, 1989; Finn & Voelkl, 1993; Kenny et al., 2006; 

Newmann et al., 1992).   School engagement has been identified under many different 

names (e.g. school connectedness, school belonging, identification with school, school 

attachment) and with a range of meanings or components.  Although there is no 

consensus on the definition, school engagement generally refers to positive attitudes 

toward school, teachers, classmates, and the learning process (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & 

Paris, 2004). 

Two recent literature reviews suggest that there are three levels or types of 

engagement, including behavioral (e.g. positive conduct, effort, and participation), 

cognitive (e.g. self-regulation and investment in learning), and emotional (e.g. interest 
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and belonging) (Fredricks et al., 2004; Jimerson, Campos, & Greif, 2003).  School 

engagement is an appealing focus for research as it represents a changeable response to 

waning academic motivation and school dropout (Finn & Rock, 1997; Fredricks et al., 

2004).  School engagement has been the focal point of many recent reforms designed to 

enhance middle school instruction and make middle schools environments more caring 

and supportive (Dickinson, 2001; Jackson & Davis, 2000; Juvonen et al., 2004).  Little 

research, however, has focused on middle school students’ levels of school engagement, 

motivational beliefs, and its relationship to career progress.  Promoting school 

engagement among middle school students is an important social justice focus for 

educators, policy makers, and psychologists who seek to prevent school dropout, promote 

school involvement, and future possibilities for urban youth. 

Summary of the Literature 

 Career progress is a construct that has not been widely studied among urban 

middle schools students.  Yet, theory and research (cf: Schultheiss, Stead, & O’Donnell, 

2006; Stead & Schultheiss, 2005) have linked the nine components of career progress 

with a variety of social, behavioral, and academic outcomes.  Low levels of career 

progress are associated with decreased curiosity, planfulness, and an external locus of 

control.  Such attitudes have been linked to decreased school attendance, school failure, 

and dropout as well as negative self and school achievement attitudes.  As a result of the 

wide-ranging benefits associated with career progress (sense of industry, self-esteem, 

internal locus of control, and academic self-efficacy), it is a potentially malleable and 

worthy target for intervention.  A few programs have successfully modified the middle 
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school environment in order to influence levels of career progress (Lapan et al., 2001; 

Legum & Hoare, 2004).  These programs also sought to help students’ link career 

planning to personal and educational development.  Although most psychological and 

educational researchers have identified the benefits of high levels of career progress, very 

little is known about how this concept relates to motivation and school engagement, 

particularly among urban middle school students.   

 To date, there are only a few studies that have sought to identify factors 

associated with career progress.  These studies reveal a positive association between 

career progress and confidence in academic abilities, self-esteem, internal locus of 

control, and sense of industry among upper elementary/middle school students 

(Schultheiss, et al., 2006; Stead & Schultheiss, 2005).  These studies provide evidence to 

support the importance of career progress; however, it is clear that more research in this 

area is needed.  An increased focus on understanding the individual-level factors (e.g. 

motivational beliefs, school engagement, attendance, standardized achievement testing) 

that relate to career progress is also needed, as these factors are important to academic 

outcomes.  Lastly, future studies should employ a theoretical perspective that captures the 

complexity of urban middle school students’ development.  Developmental-contextual 

theory (Lerner, 2002) is one framework that can provide a meaningful investigation of 

the personal and that relate to career progress among urban middle school students. 

The Current Study 
 
 This study seeks to investigate the factors that relate to urban middle school 

students’ career progress.  Developmental-contextualism (Lerner, 2002) provides the 
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theoretical framework and rationale for choosing the variables of interest in this current 

study as well as choosing to focus on the middle school population.  Developmental-

contextualism theory seeks to understand individuals in their various environmental 

contexts.  This theory has several major tenets, including: Development occurs at 

multiple levels of organization (i.e. biological, psychological, environmental, 

sociocultural, political, and historical levels); development occurs across the lifespan; and 

individual development is a dynamic process that occurs between the individual and 

various contexts, inclusive of strengths and weaknesses (Sroufe, 2000; Walsh et al., 

2002).  The following section will first begin by explaining the rationale for choosing to 

focus on an urban middle school population for this study.  Second, an explanation of this 

study’s definition and conceptualization of the variable, career progress will be outlined.  

Third, there will be a discussion of the various factors that this study hypothesizes will 

influence levels of career progress.  Next, the hypothesized mediating variable and 

relationships will be identified and discussed.  Finally, all of the hypotheses for this study 

will be presented. 

Career Progress across the Lifespan 

 Developmental-contextualism theory emphasizes that development occurs 

throughout the lifespan (Lerner, 2002).  There is a growing amount of research 

highlighting the importance of childhood career development (Hartung, et al., 2005; 

Watson & McMahon, 2005).  This research suggests that early school and career learning 

can significantly impact the choices middle school students make as adolescents and 

young adults.  The middle school years represent a potential roadblock in the career 
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progress of students, especially those in urban middle schools.  In fact, many urban 

middle school students find themselves stuck in the middle without a roadmap to connect 

their present goals to their future school and career development.  Despite the potential 

obstacles that can create vulnerability, the middle school years can also provide excellent 

opportunities for successful developmental trajectories.  This study focuses exclusively 

on middle school students because to date there are no studies that examine the factors 

related to career progress for urban middle school students despite the evidence that 

many of the social, behavioral, and academic “warning signs” of school dropout begin in 

middle school.  Furthermore, informing middle school career intervention efforts is 

important given the high stakes choices that many urban middle school students 

encounter (e.g. courses, attendance, dropout, and risky behaviors such as joining gangs, 

substance use, sexual behaviors). 

Career Progress Defined  

 Before reviewing the final hypotheses for the current study, a discussion of the 

conceptual and operational definition of the variable, career progress, is warranted.  As 

this review has discussed, there is very little research and measurement of childhood 

career development.  This study has chosen to represent career progress through the use 

of Schultheiss and Stead’s (2004) childhood career development scale.  In choosing the 

childhood career development scale to represent career progress, this study 

conceptualizes career progress as having eight main components including, 

curiosity/exploration, information, key figures, interests, self-concept, locus of control, 

time perspective, and planning.  These dimensions are important components of students’ 
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academic and behavioral outcomes as noted in prior research (Schultheiss et al., 2006; 

Stead & Schultheiss, 2005). 

Factors related to Career Development 

 As previously discussed in the contextual influences on child career development 

section, career development interventions in schools may effectively support students’ 

academic achievement (Baker & Taylor, 1998; Evans & Burck, 1992; Whiston & Sexton, 

1998).  Standardized achievement testing (such as the Massachusetts Comprehensive 

Assessment System, MCAS) is often the most common way of assessing school 

achievement (Ma, 2003; Sorenson et al., 2003).  Due to the research that suggests that 

academic achievement influences perceptions of one’s access to higher education and 

career options (Arbona, 2000), this study hypothesizes that prior academic achievement, 

as measured by MCAS scores, and career progress will be positively related.  Low 

academic achievement also constitutes one form of disengagement from school activities.  

Thus, this study also hypothesizes that academic achievement levels (as measured by 

MCAS scores) will be positively associated with levels of overall school engagement. 

 Another factor related to students’ career progress is school attendance.  In fact, 

urban minority students with low levels of school attendance are potentially at risk for 

long-term negative outcomes, such as school failure, school dropout, limited occupational 

advancement opportunities and unemployment (Finn, 1989; Blustein, 2006; Blustein et 

al., 2000; Rouse, 2005; Wilson, 1996).  This is likely both because students generally do 

not earn good grades when they do not attend classes regularly, and because many of the 

factors that contribute to poor attendance (e.g., school disengagement, poor school 
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performance, poor social skills, etc.) also limit future educational occupational success.  

Low levels of school attendance are related to school disengagement.  This study 

hypothesizes that prior school attendance and career progress will be positively related.  

There are multiple, integrated levels of organization and interaction that influence the 

educational and vocational development of middle school students (Lerner, 1986).  This 

study will explore the relationship among various individual (MCAS scores & 

attendance) and contextual factors (schools, school grade, gender, socioeconomic status, 

Parents/Guardians’ education level) with career progress.  This study hypothesizes that 

prior academic achievement, prior attendance, schools, school grade, gender, 

socioeconomic status, Parents/Guardians’ education level will predict career progress.   

Career Progress and School Success 

 Existing longitudinal research with urban ninth graders also suggests that higher 

levels of career development, or more specifically, career planfulness and expectations 

are associated with increases in school engagement (Kenny et al., 2006).  The underlining 

premise is that if students are involved in career exploration activities and develop a clear 

understanding of their career goals, they will have higher motivational beliefs and levels 

of school engagement.  School engagement and career progress are not just high school 

issues; they are middle school issues.  Thus, this study seeks to confirm that the link 

between career development and school engagement is established much earlier.  

Moreover, based on adolescent and adult studies of career maturity (e.g. Savickas, 1994), 

this study hypothesizes that middle school students who have progressed further in career 
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development also demonstrate higher academic motivational beliefs and school 

engagement,    

 This study also seeks to explore if career progress relates to school engagement 

even for students who are not doing well in middle school.  In other words, are higher 

levels of career progress in middle school simply an artifact of students’ academic 

performance (as measured by their MCAS scores and attendance)?  Career progress, as a 

whole, is hypothesized as providing evidence of future career orientation among youth.  

This study hypothesizes that career progress will significantly contribute to the variance 

in school engagement, individually, and above and beyond the variance explained by 

prior academic achievement.  If middle school students who are not doing well in school 

(i.e. low MCAS scores) nevertheless report strong career progress, this would suggest 

that helping students to engage in career planning may help students stay engaged in 

school regardless of their achievement scores.  Such findings would help support career 

interventions to ensure that middle school students are not simply left “stuck in the 

middle.” 

Motivational Beliefs (self-efficacy, intrinsic value, and skepticism) as Mediator Variables 

 Motivational beliefs are associated with a variety of academic and vocational 

outcomes (cf: Eccles et al., 1993; 1999; 2004).  This study proposes that academic 

motivational beliefs (i.e. self-efficacy, intrinsic values, and skepticism) will mediate the 

relationship between career progress and school engagement.  A mediator is an 

intervening variable that helps accounts for the relation between a predictor and an 

outcome variable (Baron & Kenny, 1986).  In other words, career progress can lead urban 
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students to understand the connections between doing well in middle school and future 

choices and career opportunities, thereby enhancing academic motivational beliefs and 

increased school engagement. 

Research Questions & Hypotheses  

1. What contextual and individual factors most optimally explain the career 

progress of urban middle school students? 

 Academic achievement influences students’ perceptions of access to higher 

education and career options (Arbona, 2000).  Standardized achievement testing (such as 

the Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System, MCAS) is often the most 

common way of assessing school achievement (Ma, 2003; Sorenson et al., 2003).  This 

study proposes that prior academic achievement, as measured by MCAS scores, and 

career progress will be positively related.  Another factor related to students’ career 

progress is school attendance.  In fact, urban minority students with low levels of school 

attendance are potentially at risk for long-term negative outcomes, such as school failure, 

school dropout, limited occupational advancement opportunities and unemployment 

(Finn, 1989; Blustein, 2006; Blustein et al., 2000; Rouse, 2005; Wilson, 1996).  This 

study hypothesizes that prior school attendance and career progress will be positively 

related.  There are multiple, integrated levels of organization and interaction which 

influence the educational and vocational development of middle school students (Lerner, 

1986).  This study will explore the relationship among various individual and contextual 

factors with career progress. 
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Hypotheses: 
 

The first hypothesis is that prior academic achievement, as measured by MCAS 

scores, will predict career progress.  Hypothesis 1a is that prior academic achievement (as 

measured by students’ MCAS ELA score) will be positively and significantly related to 

career progress.  Hypothesis 1b posits that prior academic achievement (as measured by 

students’ MCAS Math score) will be positively and significantly related to career 

progress.  Hypothesis 1c is that prior school attendance will predict career progress.  

Hypothesis 1d is that that prior academic achievement, prior attendance, school grade, 

and gender will predict career progress.  A presentation of the contributing factors for 

career progress is diagrammed in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1. Career Progress: Contributing Factors 
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2. To what extent is career progress related to school engagement and academic 

motivational beliefs? 

 Based on adolescent and adult studies of career maturity (e.g. Savickas, 1994), 

this study hypothesizes that middle school students who have progressed further in career 

development also demonstrate higher academic motivational beliefs and school 

engagement.  The underlining premise is that if students are involved in career 

exploration activities and develop a clear understanding of their career goals, they will be 

more likely to be engaged in school and academically motivated. 

Hypothesis: 

 Greater levels of career progress will be associated with greater levels of school 

engagement and academic motivational beliefs.  A presentation of the outcomes 

associated with career progress is diagrammed in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2. Outcomes Associated with Career Progress. 
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3.  Does career progress explain school engagement beyond the effect of prior 

school achievement? 

This study also seeks to explore if career progress relates to school engagement 

even for students who are not doing well in middle school.  In other words, are higher 

levels of career progress in middle school simply an artifact of students’ academic 

performance (as measured by their MCAS scores)?  Career progress, as a whole, is 

hypothesized as providing evidence of future career orientation among youth.  If middle 

school students who are not doing well in school (i.e. low MCAS scores) nevertheless 

report strong career progress this would suggest that helping students to engage in career 

planning may help students stay engaged in school regardless of their achievement 

scores.   

Hypothesis: 
 
 Career progress will significantly contribute to the variance in school 

engagement, individually, and above and beyond the variance explained by prior 

academic achievement.   
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4.  Do academic motivational beliefs (self-efficacy, motivational beliefs and 

skepticism) mediate the relationship between career progress and school 

engagement?  

 Motivation is associated with a variety of academic and vocational outcomes (cf: 

Eccles et al., 1993; 1999; 2004).  This study proposes that academic motivational beliefs 

(i.e. self-efficacy, intrinsic value, and skepticism) will mediate the relationship between 

career progress and school engagement.  A mediator is an intervening variable that helps 

accounts for the relation between a predictor and an outcome variable (Baron & Kenny, 

1986).  In other words, career progress can lead urban students to understand the 

connections between doing well in middle school and future choices and career 

opportunities, thereby enhancing academic motivational beliefs and increased school 

engagement. 

Hypothesis: 

 Academic motivational beliefs (i.e. self-efficacy, intrinsic value, and skepticism) 

will mediate the relationship between career progress and school engagement. 

A presentation of motivational beliefs as a mediating factor between career progress and 

school engagement is diagrammed in Figure 3. 
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Figure 3. Motivation as a Mediator between Career Progress and School Engagement. 
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            CHAPTER III: METHOD 
 

 This chapter will describe the research design, the participants included in the 

study, instruments used to measure the variables, and the procedures for data collection. 

 
Research Design 

  The present study utilizes a passive correlational research design in order to 

assess the relationships between progress in childhood career development and academic 

motivational beliefs (self-efficacy, intrinsic value, and skepticism about the relevancy of 

school to future success), and various contextual and individual factors (i.e. 

socioeconomic status, prior academic achievement, prior attendance, school grade, and 

gender).   

     Participants 

 In order to ensure adequate power and sufficient variability within each construct, 

there must be a sufficient number of participants.  Cohen, Cohen, West and Aiken (2003) 

suggest that for a study with 15 variables (alpha of .05) with medium anticipated effect 

size that a minimum of 139 participants would be needed to ensure adequate power.  

Moreover, Fritz and MacKinnon (2007) estimate that for a study which uses a bias-

corrected bootstrap test with .8 statistical power and a medium effect size, a sample size 

of 148 is needed.  To ensure sufficient power, 234 participants completed this study, and 

an attempt was made to include relatively equal numbers of males and females, and 6th, 

7th, and 8th grade students in the study.  
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 The 234 participants in this study are 6th, 7th, and 8th grade middle school students 

in an urban public school district.  Participants in this study ranged in age from 11 to 16 

years old with a mean age of 13.1 years.  The percentage of students in the sixth grade 

was 44.4, 25.6% were in the seventh grade, and 29.9% were in the eighth grade.  

Participants were 47.4% male and 52.6% female.  The gender breakdown by grade was 

6th grade: 48 males (20.5%) and 56 females (23.9%); 7th grade: 26 males (11.1%) and 34 

females (14.5%); and 8th grade: 37 males (15.8%) and 33 females (14.1%).  The racial 

makeup of the participants was as follows: 31.6 % Hispanic, 29.5% Asian-American, 

15% Multiracial, 9.4% Black, African-American, 4.7% Black, Caribbean, 4.3% Cape 

Verdian, and .4% Middle Eastern.  The majority of students had attended this urban 

middle school for 1 entire school year (N=103, 44.0%).  Other students were present for 2 

years (N=47, 20.1%) or 3 school years (N=41, 17.5%).  Some students were present for 

under one year (N=24; 10.3%), between 1 and 2 school years (N=15, 6.4%), and between 

2 and 3 years (N=4; 1.7%).  In order to determine the length at their current school, 

students were asked to consider whether or not they anticipating finishing out the school 

year at their current school in their response.  

 Information regarding students’ socioeconomic status was determined by 

eligibility for the Federal Free-or-Reduced lunch program.  Free and reduced price lunch 

eligibility is based on a student’s income in relation to poverty level.  If a student’s 

family income falls at or below 130% of the poverty level they are eligible for free lunch, 

and if a student’s family income is between 130% and 185% of the poverty level, the 

student is eligible for a reduced-price lunch (Sirin, 2005).  Lunch status was obtained 
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from school records.  These records indicate that of the 234 participants included in this 

study, 41.03% qualify for free lunch, 40.17% qualify for transition assistance free lunch 

(i.e. meaning that they are temporarily receiving free lunch as a result of transitioning 

into the school district), 12.39% qualify for reduced lunch, .43% are temporarily 

receiving free lunch (meaning that their lunch status application is currently filed and 

being reviewed), 3.42% do not qualify for any lunch discount because their 

parent/caregiver’s income is too high, and 2.56% have not filed a lunch application or 

there is no lunch status information available for this student.  These 6 categories were 

recoded into 4 categories: free, reduced, income too high, and no application or 

information available.  In other words, students qualifying for transition assistance free 

lunch and temporarily free lunch were coded under free lunch because at the time of the 

study students were receiving free lunch.  Thus, for the 234 study participants, 81.62% of 

students qualified for free lunch, 12.39% qualified for reduced lunch, 3.42% did not 

qualify for any lunch discount because their parent/caregiver’s income was too high, and 

2.56% did not have a lunch application filed or no information was available.  Table 1 

summarizes the lunch status by grade.  A summary of demographic characteristics can be 

found on Table 2. 
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Table 1 
Lunch Status By Grade 
 
  Grade(s)         
Lunch 
Status 6 7 8

              
         All   Percent 

Free 87 51 53 191 81.62%
Reduced 13 5 11 29 12.39%
Income too 
High 2 2 4 8 3.42%
No 
Application/    
Information 
Available 2 2 2 6 2.56%
Total 104 60 70 234 100%

 
 Students in all 25 classroom sections of the six, seventh, and grades at the middle 

school were each invited to participate in the study.2  School enrollment logs indicate that 

three hundred and seventy-seven students attend the middle school.  Of the 377 students 

attending the school, 265 returned parent/guardian consent forms (70.3%) with 236 

parents/guardians (89.1%) indicating yes that their child could participate in the study 

and 29 parents/guardians (10.9%)  indicating that their child could not participate in the 

study.  Moreover, two students did not assent to the study despite parent/guardian 

permission and as a result were excluded from the study.  Thus 62.1% of 377 students 

returned parent/guardian consent forms and individually assented to participate in the 

study.  Moreover, data were collected from participating students in all 25 classrooms. 

    
 
 
 
 

                                                 
2 There are 9 classrooms for the 6th grade, 5 classrooms for the 7th grade, and 5 classrooms for the eighth 
grade.  There are also 6 classrooms that comprise multiple grades including 1, 6th and 7th and 8th grade 
classroom; 3, 6th and 7th grade classrooms; and 2, 7th and 8th grade classrooms. 
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Table 2 
 Demographic and Background Variables (N=234) 
 

Category N % Category N % 
 

Gender    Gender/Grade   
Males 111 47.4% Male/6th Grade 48 20.5% 
Females 123 52.6% Female/6th Grade 56 23.9% 
   Male/7th Grade 26 11.1% 

Grade 
  Female/7th Grade 34 14.5% 

Sixth 104 44.4% Male/8th Grade 37 15.8% 
Seventh 60 25.6% Female/8th Grade 33 14.1% 
Eighth 70 29.9%    
      
Age   Length at School*   
11 9 3.8% 1 Year 103 44%
12 70 29.9% 2 Years 47 20.1%
13 67 28.6% 3 Years 41 17.5%
14 62 26.5% Under 1 Year 24 10.3%
15 24 10.3% Between 1 and 2 

Years 
15 6.4%

16 2 .9% Between 2 and 3 
Years 

4 1.7%

     
Race/Ethnicity   Lunch Status  
White (non-Hispanic) 12 5.1% Free  191 81.62%
Asian, Asian-American 69 29.5% Reduced 29 12.39%
Hispanic or Latino/a 74 31.6% Income too High 8 3.42% 
Black, African-
American 22 9.4% 

No Application or 
Information Available 

6 2.56% 

Black, Caribbean 11 4.7%    
Middle Eastern  1  .4%    
Cape Verdian 10 4.3%    
Multiracial 35 15.0%    

   * Years refer to Academic School Year which is 10 months or 180 days.  
 
 As of December 2008, 56.2% of the school population was enrolled in regular 

education, 31.9% of students had a Special Education placement; 11.8% were placed 
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within bilingual education.  The average daily student attendance was 92.8%; moreover, 

84% were deemed low income as measured by the eligibility for the Federal Free-or-

Reduced lunch program, a widely used federal index of poverty (Boston Public Schools 

Report on Teaching & Learning, 2008). Participants were not chosen or excluded on the 

basis of demographic variables such as race, Special Education status, or linguistic.  The 

sample is therefore assumed to be fairly representative of the demographic profile of the 

student population across the middle school.   

Procedure 

Prior to administration, consent was obtained through Boston College’s 

Institutional Review Board (See Appendix I) and the middle school’s Office of Research, 

Assessment, and Evaluation (See Appendix J).  In addition, permission from the middle 

school principal was also obtained (see Appendix A).  The middle school principal and 

teachers were contacted to determine interest and to schedule visits in which to introduce 

the research project to the students and distribute parent/guardian consent forms.  This 

investigator visited each classroom in order to inform students about the study.  A 

parent/guardian consent form (provided in English and Spanish translation or English and 

Chinese translation) was given to students to take home (See Appendix B).  As an 

incentive for students to return their signed consent forms, the youths were offered a 

choice of a small token incentive (i.e. sports key chain, or a stamp, or a stress ball, or a 

bracelet valued at $.50) to return completed parent/guardian consent forms.  Students 

were given the incentive regardless of whether parent(s)/guardian(s) indicated permission 

to participate.  Teachers and staff were encouraged to remind students to return consent 
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forms.  Consent forms were collected by teachers, staff, and by this investigator.  

Students were excluded from participating in the study if they do not receive 

parental/guardian permission.  Youth participating in survey data collection were also 

offered additional compensation by being entered into a raffle for a $25 gift card to 

BestBuy.  Four students were awarded $25 BestBuy gift cards as a result of winning the 

raffle.  A raffle took place at each lunch period.  

Measures were administered by myself and by graduate research assistants from 

Boston College who completed the Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (CITI) 

Social/Behavioral online training module to ensure ethical practices in research.  Teachers 

and other staff were also present at data collection, in order to maintain discipline.  Prior 

to administration, students were asked to sign a student assent form in order to participate 

in the study (See Appendix C).  If children received parental/guardian permission, but did 

not grant assent, then they were excluded from the study without consequence.  In this 

study, two students did not grant assent.  Information in participant assent forms was 

described verbally and students were invited to raise questions or concerns about survey 

participation.  In particular, students were reminded that their teachers, school staff, and 

parents/guardians would have no access to individual survey results, that participation 

was voluntary and could be terminated at any time, and that survey responses would in no 

way impact their school grades or other evaluations.  Participating youth were also 

reminded of names and contact information for counselors within their school in case 

survey participation raised any questions or concerns for individual participants.   
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Students who signed the assent form were given a questionnaire packet.  Students 

were encouraged to think carefully about each question and to choose answers that were 

the truest for them.  All questionnaires were administered to the students as a group in 

their respective grade-based classrooms.  Students took between 30-35 minutes to 

complete the measures.   If students required additional help (i.e. items they did not 

understand), then this researcher and/or trained graduate research assistants provided 

group or individual-based assistance.  Research team members remained in classrooms 

after the surveys were completed to discuss this project and to address questions and 

concerns of involved students.   

In order to protect students’ identities, each student was given an identification 

number (ID) that was assigned at the onset of the study.  Students completed a student 

identification form that was included in the survey (see Appendix D).  This form was 

used to match students’ questionnaires with prior MCAS scores and attendance.  Once 

the MCAS scores and attendance were recorded, I cut the students’ names from 

Appendix D before leaving the school.  The names were then put them into a raffle bin 

for the BestBuy gift raffle.  The questionnaires therefore identify students only by an ID 

number.  Students are only identifiable by an ID number in order for their responses to 

remain confidential.   

Measures 

 All measures were self-report, with the exception of MCAS scores and attendance 

which were obtained from school records.  The measures assess demographic 

information, academic motivational beliefs, career progress, and school engagement.  
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Each of these measures is discussed in detail below and are included in the Appendices 

indicated. 

Demographic Information 

 Students were asked to provide the following demographic information: age, 

gender, grade in school, race/ethnicity, name of school, the number of years and months 

they have attended this current middle school, and the occupation of their 

parent(s)/caregiver(s) (See Appendix E).  Some demographic information (sex, birth date, 

grade, and race/ethnicity) were checked against school records to ensure accuracy. 

Prior Academic Achievement 

 Another demographic characteristic of the middle school population is prior 

student achievement scores.  Standardized achievement testing is often the most common 

way of assessing school achievement (Arbona, 2000; Ma, 2003; Sorenson et al., 2003).  

NCLB (2002) requires that all public schools receiving Title I funding meet Annual 

Yearly Progress (AYP) goals for specified demographic subgroups defined by ethnicity, 

economic disadvantage, limited English proficiency (LEP), and disability.  AYP in 

Massachusetts is determined by the MCAS examination.  Student MCAS scores are rated 

according to various performance level categories: Advanced (Scaled Score 260-280), 

Proficient (Scaled Score 240-258), Needs Improvement (High: Scaled Score 230-238; 

Low: Scaled Score 220-228) and Warning (High: Scaled Score 210-218; Low: Scaled 

Score 200-208).3   

                                                 

3 The Massachusetts Department of Education (MCAS General Performance Level 
Definitions  “Advanced  
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Attendance 

In this study, attendance rates were calculated by dividing the number of days the 

student was present by the number of days the student was enrolled in the previous 

school year.  There were 180 school days for the 2007-2008 school year. 

Academic Motivational Beliefs: Self-Efficacy and Intrinsic Value 

 To assess students’ academic motivational beliefs, the Self-Efficacy and Intrinsic 

Values subscales from Motivated Strategies for Learning Questionnaire (MSLQ; Pintrich 

& DeGroot, 1990) was administered (see Appendix G).  The MSLQ is designed to assess 

two distinct academic motivational factors, self-efficacy and intrinsic value.  The Self-

Efficacy subscale consists of nine items regarding students’ perceived competence and 

confidence in classwork (2, 5, 7, 8, 10, 11, 14, 16, & 17).  Some sample items include 

“Compared with other students in this class I expect to do well,” I think I will receive a 

good grade in this class,” and “I know I will be able to learn the material for this class.”  

The Intrinsic Value subscale consists of nine items concerning students’ intrinsic interest 

and perceived importance of coursework (1, 3, 4, 6, 9, 12, 13, 15, & 18).  Some sample 

items include, “I prefer classwork that is challenging so I can learn new things,” Even 
                                                                                                                                                 
Students at this level demonstrate a comprehensive and in-depth understanding of 
rigorous subject matter, and provide sophisticated solutions to complex problems.                              
Proficient  
Students at this level demonstrate a solid understanding of challenging subject matter and 
solve a wide variety of problems.                                                                                                          
Needs Improvement  
Students at this level demonstrate a partial understanding of subject matter and solve 
some simple problems.                                                                                                                    
Warning  
Students at this level demonstrate a minimal understanding of subject matter and do not 
solve simple problems.”  
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when I do poorly on a test I try to learn from my mistakes,” and “I think what we are 

learning in this class is useful for me to know.”  Reliability on the Self-Efficacy and 

Intrinsic Values subscales was demonstrated though estimates of internal consistency.  

Cronbach alpha coefficients for the two subscales have been reported as .89 (Self-

Efficacy) and .87 (Intrinsic Value) (Pintrich & DeGroot, 1990).   

 Students rate the items on a seven-item scale with choices ranging from 1=Not at 

all true of me to 7=Very true of me.  In the original sample, students were drawn from 

eight Science and seven English classrooms.  The total motivation scores can range from 

18 (low) to 126 (high) and for the subscales the range for both Self-Efficacy and Intrinsic 

Value is 9 (low) to 63 (high).  There are no reversed scored items on either subscale.  

Higher total academic motivational beliefs and self-efficacy and intrinsic value subscale 

scores reflect increased levels of academic motivation, perceived competence, and 

intrinsic interest in academic work. 

 For the purposes of the current study, items from the MSLQ’s Self-Efficacy and 

Intrinsic Values subscales were modified.  First, item wording was changed as to reflect 

students’ general school motivation rather than classroom motivation.  For instance, item 

thirteen originally reads “I think that what I am learning in this class is useful for me to 

know.”  However, in the current study, the item was changed to “I think that what I am 

learning in school is useful for me to know.”  Second, recent empirical research (Dawes, 

2008) suggests that data from five and seven level scale items show very similar 

characteristics in terms of mean, variance, skewness, and kurtosis after a simple 

transformation was applied.  Thus, in the current study, students rated the items on a five-
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item scale with choices ranging from 1=Never true to 5=Very true.  The subscale scores 

for both the Self-Efficacy and Intrinsic Value can range from 9 (low) to 45 (high).  There 

were no reversed scored items on either subscale.  Cronbach alpha coefficients for the 

current study were .87 (Self-Efficacy) and .79 (Intrinsic Value) and .89 (Self-Efficacy 

and Intrinsic Value). 

Skepticism about the Relevance of School for Future Success 

One additional scale was administered to assess students’ academic motivational 

beliefs.  The Skepticism about the Relevance of School for Future Success subscale from 

the Manual for the Patterns of Adaptive Learning Scales (PALS; Midgley et al., 2000).  

This subscale is designed to assess the relationship between students’ beliefs about doing 

well in school and their success in the future.  The Skepticism subscale consists of six 

items (19, 20, 21, 22, 23, & 24).  Some sample items include, “My chances of succeeding 

later in life don’t depend on doing well in school,” and “Doing well in school doesn’t 

improve my chances of having a good life when I grow up.”  Reliability on the 

Skepticism subscale was demonstrated through estimates of internal consistency.  The 

Cronbach alpha coefficient for the Skepticism subscale has been reported as .83 

indicating that the items reflect the measured attributes (Midgley et al., 2000).  Students’ 

reports on the Skepticism scale have been highly correlated with academic achievement 

scores, goal orientations, and perceptions of school culture among ethnically diverse 

middle school students whose socioeconomic status ranged from low- to middle-income 

(cf. Jalloul, 2003; Midgley et al., 1998; 2000).  These studies provide evidence of the 
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construct and convergent validity of the Skepticism scale. Cronbach’s α  for the 

Skepticism subscale in the current sample was .81. 

Students rated the items on a five-item scale with choices ranging from 

1=Strongly Disagree to 5= Strongly Agree.  In the original sample, students were drawn 

from sixth grade classrooms (Midgley et al., 1998; 2000).  All six items on this subscale 

are reversed scored.  The scores for the Skepticism about the Relevance for Future 

Success subscale can range from 6 (low) to 30 (high).  Subsequently, the total academic 

motivational beliefs scores in the current study can range from 24 (low) to 120 (high).  

Cronbach’s α  for the academic motivational beliefs in the current sample was .90. 

Career Progress 

To assess students’ career progress, the Childhood Career Development Scale 

(CCDS; Schultheiss & Stead, 2004) was administered (see Appendix H).  This scale asks 

students about themselves, school, and jobs in order to assess children’s career 

development across the nine proposed dimensions of Super’s (1990) growth stage.  The 

CCDS is 52-item scale with 8 subscales: Information (6 items: 1, 9, 10, 11, 12, & 13), 

Curiosity/Exploration (7 items: 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, & 8), Interests (6 items: 14, 15, 16, 17, 26, 

& 41), Locus of control (7 items:18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24), Key figures (5 items: 25, 27, 

28, 29, & 30); Time perspective (4 items: 31, 33, 34, & 52), Planning (11 items: 32, 42, 

43, 44, 45, 46, 47, 48, 49, 50, & 51), and Self-concept (6 items: 35, 36, 37, 38, 39 & 40).  

Some sample items include “I wonder about different jobs,” “It is important for me to 

plan for the future,” “I know what type of person I am,” “I know people who have my 

favorite job,” and “I have control over how much effort I put into my work.”   Students 
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rated the items on a five item scale with choices ranging from 1=Strongly disagree to 5= 

Strongly agree.   

Higher CCDS total and subscale scores reflect further developmental progress for 

the total score, and within each career dimension, for subscale scores.  The CCDS total 

scores can range from 52 (low) to 260 (high) and for the subscales the range for 

Information is 6 (low) to 30 (high); Planning is from 11 (low) to 55 (high); Self-concept 6 

(low) to 30 (high); Locus of control 7 (low) to 35 (high); Time perspective 4 (low) to 20 

(high); Curiosity/Exploration 7 (low) to 35 (high); Key figures 5 (low) to 25 (high); and 

Interests 6 (low) to 30 (high).  Overall, the internal consistency rating of the scale is high 

(.89) indicating that the items reflect the measured attributes (Schultheiss & Stead, 2004). 

Reliability has been demonstrated though estimates of internal consistency.  In 

two original samples, Cronbach alpha coefficients for the CCDS subscales were 

Information (.72, .73), Planning (.84, .85), Self-concept (.84, .84), Locus of control (.79, 

.86), Time perspective (.69, .74), Curiosity/Exploration (.66, .57), Key figures (.68, .60), 

& Interests (.68, .74).  (Schultheiss & O’Donnell, 2004; Schultheiss, et al., 2006).4  In the 

current sample, Cronbach’s α  for the CCDS subscales were .78 (Information), .92 

(Planning), .87 (Self-concept), .82 (Locus of control), .80 (Time perspective), .77 

(Curiosity/Exploration), .68 (Key figures), .66 (Interests). Cronbach’s α  for the total 

CCDS in the current sample was .94. 

Support for validity was provided through coefficients of congruence between 

Principal Component Analysis loadings of the eight scales from two independent samples 

                                                 
4 Two sets of Cronbach’s alphas were present as the CCDS is a fairly new scale. 
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of 4th through 6th grade children (Schultheiss & Stead, 2004).  Canonical correlations 

reveal that students who report more strongly developed levels of exploration, locus of 

control, planning, self concept, and curiosity, as measured by the CCDS, also report a 

stronger sense of industry, self-esteem, and internal locus of control thus supporting the 

concurrent validity for the CCDS (Stead & Schultheiss, 2005).  Preliminary support has 

been found for the positive association between progress in childhood career 

development and confidence in academic abilities (i.e. academic self-efficacy as 

measured by the Perception of Ability Scale for Students (PASS; Boersma & Chapman, 

1992; Schultheiss et al., 2006). 

School Engagement 

To assess students’ school engagement, the School Engagement Scale (Fredricks, 

Blumenfeld, Friedel, & Paris, 2003) was administered (see Appendix F).  This scale asks 

how students behave, feel, and think in school.  The School Engagement Scale is a 19-

item scale with 3 subscales: behavioral engagement (5 items: 4, 6, 8, 12, & 15), 

emotional engagement (6 items: 1, 2, 3, 5, 7, 9), and cognitive engagement (8 items: 10, 

11, 13, 14, 16, 17, 18 & 19).  Some sample items include “I follow the rules at school,” “I  

feel excited by the work in school,” and “When I read a book, I ask myself questions to 

make sure I understand what it is about.”  Students rated the items on a five-item scale 

with choices ranging from 1=Never to 5=All the time.  Higher School Engagement total 

and subscale scores reflect increased levels of school engagement for the total score, and 

within each engagement dimension, for subscale scores.  The School Engagement total 

scores can range from 19 (low) to 95 (high) and for the subscales the range for 
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Behavioral Engagement is 5 (low) to 25 (high); Emotional Engagement is from 6 (low) to 

30 (high); and Cognitive Engagement is 8 (low) to 40 (high).  Three items (2, 6, & 8) are 

reversed scored. 

  Reliability has been demonstrated through estimates of internal consistency.  

Cronbach alpha coefficients for the subscales are: behavioral engagement (.75), 

emotional engagement (.83), and cognitive engagement (=.82) indicating that the items 

reflect the measured attributes.  Students’ report of engagement are found to be highly 

correlated with school attachment and moderately correlated with perceptions of school 

value (Fredricks, et al., 2003).  Studies of urban minority samples show a correlation 

between low behavioral school engagement and cutting class, skipping school, 

suspension, and retention (Connell et al., 1994, Connell et al., 1995).  Emotional 

connections to school or teachers can serve as a protective factor that keeps children at-

risk of dropping out in school (Fine, 1991; Mehan, Villanueva, Hubbard, Lintz, Okamato, 

& Adams, 1996).  Research also suggests that teachers who communicate high 

expectations have students with higher levels of cognitive engagement (Blumenfeld & 

Meece, 1988).   These studies provide evidence of the construct and convergent validity 

of the school engagement scale.  Cronbach alpha coefficients for the subscales in the 

current study are: behavioral engagement (.74), emotional engagement (.87), and 

cognitive engagement (.85).  Cronbach’s α  for the School Engagement Scale in the 

current sample was .90. 
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Chapter IV: Results 
 
 This chapter presents the data analysis process, methodology and results of this 

study.  The chapter begins with an explanation of data analysis procedures including the 

inclusion criteria for individual cases and how missing data was addressed for this study.  

Next, the preliminary analyses will describe the descriptive findings for each measure 

and subscale.  Finally, the primary analyses are reviewed including a discussion of how 

each of the hypotheses was tested and the ensuing results. 

Data Analysis Procedure 

 Data were collected from 234 participants according to the procedures outlined in 

chapter three.  The inclusion of participants was determined through the application of 

several criteria.  The study required that each student grant assent and complete the 

survey measures.  Two students were excluded from the study as a result of refusing to 

grant assent and thus not completing the survey measures.  These students were not 

included in the calculation of participants.  

 All participants met the second inclusion criterion of answering 80% of the items 

on a given (sub)scale in order to be included for analysis involving that particular 

(sub)scale.  To address missing data within a particular subscale, the valued added for the 

particular item was the participant’s calculated mean response for that subscale.  In other 

words, if a student missed one of the 6 intrinsic value subscale items, then their intrinsic 

value subscale score was totaled and divided by 5 (instead of 6 items) and substituted for 

the missing item.  Three participants circled two answer choices for one or more items 
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(with a maximum of 3 items on one subscale and a total of 6 items).  In order to best 

capture these participants’ responses, the average of the two circled responses was 

recorded for those three participants (on 6 items). 

 It is also important to note that of the final 234 participants, 24 participants were 

missing prior MCAS English Language Arts (ELA): Reading Comprehension and 

Mathematics (Math) test scores as well as attendance from the previous year.  Another 14 

participants were missing MCAS scores but their school attendance from the previous 

year was available.  Finally, one participant had taken the MCAS ELA test but not the 

MCAS Math test.  All of these 39 participants had completed the survey measures and 

were retained because there is no reason to believe that they are not part of, or members, 

of the intended population for which the results of the study will generalize.  Due to the 

fact that these 39 participants are missing MCAS data and/or attendance from the 

previous school year, the number of participants on a given analysis varies slightly 

according to the particular hypothesis under examination. 

 As another criterion for inclusion, the data set was analyzed for univariate 

outliers.  A z score was computed for each scale and subscale score in the study.  A 

univariate outlier is defined by a z-score that is greater than or equal to 3.67, p = .001 

(Tabachnick & Fidell, 1989).  One case yielded a self-concept subscale score (on the 

career progress scale) of z = -3.84.  Another case yielded an intrinsic value subscale score 

of z = -3.90 (on the academic motivational belief scale).  In samples with more than 100 

cases, a few standardized scores which exceed z = ± 3.00 can be expected simply by 

chance (Stevens, 1992).  Moreover, there is no reason to believe that the retained cases 
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are not part of, or members of, the urban middle school population for which the results 

of this study will generalize.  These two cases were therefore retained for this study. 

Preliminary Analyses 

 Preliminary analyses examined the descriptive statistics for each of the variables 

in this study.  Table 3 summarizes the descriptive statistics, central tendency, and 

reliability of each variable.  Each variable in study was examined for skewness and 

kurtosis.  Acceptable scores of skewness and kurtosis fall within the range of -2.0 to 2.0 

(Lewis-Beck, Bryman, & Liao, 2003, p. 543).  Scores that fall outside of that range may 

require some transformation.  The preliminary analysis also examined univariate outlier 

cases and the correlation statistics among the variables of this study.  The results of each 

of these analyses will be presented for each test in the following section. 

School Engagement 

 School engagement was measured using the School Engagement Scale (Fredricks, 

et al., 2003) (See Appendix F).  The school engagement scale is a 19-item scale with 

three subscales: behavioral, cognitive and emotional engagement.  Students rated the 

items on a five-item scale 

with choices ranging from 1=Never to 5=All the time.  The scale consists of positive and 

negative behaviors of school engagement.  School Engagement total scores can range 

from 19 (low) to 95 (high) and for the subscales the range for Behavioral Engagement is 

5 (low) to 25 (high); Emotional Engagement is from 6 (low) to 30 (high); and Cognitive 

Engagement is 8 (low) to 40 (high).  Three items (2, 6, & 8) are reversed scored.   
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The multifaceted nature of engagement is reflected by its three components, 

behavioral, emotional and cognitive.  Higher school engagement total and subscale scores 

reflect increased levels of school engagement for the total score, and within each 

engagement dimension, for subscale scores.  The 5-item behavioral engagement scores 

ranged from 6 (low) to 25 (high) with a mean of 18.68, a standard deviation of 3.38, and 

internal consistency reliability was .74.  Students in this study reported high levels of 

behavioral engagement by endorsing items related to their participation in academic, 

social, or extracurricular activities.  The 6-item emotional engagement subscale scores 

ranged from 6 (low) to 30 (high) with a mean of 18.83, a standard deviation of 4.65, and 

internal consistency reliability was .87.  Emotional engagement includes students’ 

reactions to teachers, peers, academics and their willingness to do work.   The 8-item 

cognitive engagement subscale scores ranged from 8 (low) to 39 (high) with a mean of 

22.56, a standard deviation of 6.25, and internal consistency reliability was .85.  

Cognitive engagement reflects students’ level of investment in putting forth an effort to 

comprehend and obtain skills.  Closer examination of the school engagement subscales 

reveals that students are reportedly more cognitively engaged than behaviorally engaged 

in middle school.  Students report of behavioral engagement and emotional engagement 

levels were fairly similar.  The subscale internal reliability scores are consistent with 

previous reported reliabilities (Fredricks et al., 2003).  Additionally, in this study the 

alpha of behavioral engagement score (α  = .74) was lower than the other engagement 

scales, which is also consistent with Fredricks et al.’s (2003) findings.    
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The separation of the engagement concept into three dimensions: behavioral, 

emotional, and cognitive can overshadow the fact that these components are interrelated, 

and not isolated processes for students (Fredricks et al., 2004).  In this sample, the school 

engagement total scores ranged from 23 (low) to 91 (high) with a mean of 60.07, a 

standard deviation of 11.65, and internal consistency reliability was .90.  This result 

indicates that students overall are only somewhat engaged in school but that individual 

students ranged from unengaged to highly engaged.  School engagement total and 

subscale scores were found to be within the acceptable levels of skewness and kurtosis.  

The descriptive data (means, standard deviation, and Cronbach alphas) of the school 

engagement scales are fairly consistent with previous research of urban, inner city 

students from diverse ethnic backgrounds, particularly African-American and Hispanic, 

in Chicago, Detroit, and Milwaukee schools (Fredricks et al., 2003). 
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Table 3 
Statistical Characteristics of Measures  

Variable Instrument N M SD α 

Career 
Progress 

CCDS 
(Schultheiss 
& Stead, 
2004) 234 208.86 22.77 .94 

Information CCDS  234 24.47 3.66 .78 
Curiosity/    
Exploration CCDS 234 23.01 4.78 .77 
Interests CCDS 234 26.40 2.80 .66 
Locus of 
Control CCDS 234 29.16 4.19 .82 
Key Figures CCDS 234 18.57 3.72 .68 
Time 
Perspective CCDS 234 16.42 2.97 .80 
Planning CCDS 234 45.92 6.70 .92 
Self-Concept CCDS 234 24.90 3.88 .87 

Academic 
Motivational 
Beliefs 

MSLQ 
(Pintrich & 
DeGroot, 
1990) & 
PALS 
(Pintrich & 
DeGroot, 
1990) 234 91.83 12.60 .90 

Self-Efficacy MSLQ  234 33.10 5.90 .87 
Intrinsic Value MSLQ  234 34.31 4.95 .79 

Skepticism 

PALS 
(Midgley et 
al., 2000) 234 24.41 4.54 .81 

School 
Engagement 

Fredricks et 
al. (2003) 234 60.07 11.65 .90 

Behavioral 
Engagement 

Fredricks et 
al. (2003) 234 18.68 3.38 .74 

Emotional 
Engagement 

Fredricks et 
al. (2003) 234 18.83 4.65 .87 

Cognitive 
Engagement 

Fredricks et 
al. (2003) 234 22.56 6.25 .85 

 

Academic Motivational Beliefs 

 The Self-Efficacy and Intrinsic Values subscales from Motivated Strategies for 

Learning Questionnaire (MSLQ; Pintrich & DeGroot, 1990) were used to measure 
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academic motivational beliefs (see Appendix G).  Both subscales consist of nine items 

and students rated the 18 items on a five item scale with choices ranging from 1=Never 

true to 5=Very true.  The subscale scores for the Self-Efficacy and Intrinsic Value can 

range from 9 (low) to 45 (high).  There were no reversed scored items on either subscale.  

The Skepticism about the Relevance of School for Future Success subscale from the 

Manual for the Patterns of Adaptive Learning Scales (PALS; Midgley et al., 2000) was 

also used to assess students’ academic motivational beliefs.  Students rated the 6 

Skepticism items on a five-item scale with choices ranging from 1=Strongly Disagree to 

5= Strongly Agree.  All six items on this subscale are reversed scored.  The scores for the 

Skepticism about the Relevance for Future Success subscale can range from 6 (low) to 30 

(high).  Subsequently, the total academic motivational beliefs scores in the current study 

can range from 24 (low) to 120 (high).  Higher academic motivational beliefs total scores 

reflect increased levels of expectancies for success (self-efficacy subscale), a high value 

attached to academics (intrinsic value) and positive attitudes regarding the relevance of 

school to future success (skepticism subscale).  Lower academic motivational beliefs for 

the total score reflect decreased levels of expectancies for success (self-efficacy 

subscale), a low value attached to academics (intrinsic value) and negative attitudes 

regarding the relevance of school to future success (skepticism subscale).   

 In this sample, the academic motivational beliefs total scores ranged from 50 

(low) to 119 (high) with a mean of 91.83, a standard deviation of 12.60, and internal 

consistency reliability was .90.  The 9-item self-efficacy subscale scores ranged from 13 

(low) to 44 (high) with a mean of 33.10, a standard deviation of 5.90, and internal 
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consistency reliability was .87.  The 9-item intrinsic value subscale scores ranged from 

15 (low) to 45 (high) with a mean of 34.31, a standard deviation of 4.95, and internal 

consistency reliability was .79.  The 6-item skepticism subscale scores ranged from 11 

(low) to 30 (high) with a mean of 24.41, a standard deviation of 4.54, and internal 

consistency reliability was .81.  Academic motivational belief total and subscales were 

found to be within the acceptable levels of skewness and kurtosis.   

 In the original sample, Cronbach alpha coefficients for the two subscales have 

been reported as .89 (Self-Efficacy) and .87 (Intrinsic Value) (Pintrich & DeGroot, 1990).  

The Cronbach alpha coefficient for the Skepticism subscale has been reported as .83 

indicating that the items reflect the measured attributes (Midgley et al., 2000).  In the 

current sample, the internal reliability scores for the Self-Efficacy and Skepticism 

subscales are fairly consistent with previous reported reliabilities (see Midgley et al., 

2000; Pintrich & DeGroot, 1990).   

Career Progress 

The Childhood Career Development Scale (CCDS; Schultheiss & Stead, 2004) 

was used to measure students’ career progress (see Appendix H).  The CCDS is 52 item 

scale with 8 subscales: Information, Curiosity/Exploration, Interests, Locus of control, 

Key figures, Time perspective, Planning and Self-concept.  Students rated the items on a 

five item scale with choices ranging from 1=Strongly disagree to 5= Strongly agree.   

Higher CCDS total and subscale scores reflect further developmental progress for 

the total score, and within each career dimension, for subscale scores.  High subscale 

scores, respectively indicate that students are more curious (i.e. as exhibited through 
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inquisitive behavior), explorative (i.e. often searching for self or environmental 

information to satisfy curiosity), and informative (i.e. understand the importance of 

occupational information and where to acquire such information).  Students with high 

subscale scores report having more access to key figures (i.e. role models or individuals 

who have a meaningful role in individuals’ lives), a greater understanding of their 

interests (i.e. what they like and dislike), and an internal locus of control (i.e. the degree 

to which an individual feels control over their present and future).  A high time 

perspective subscale score indicates an awareness of how the past, present, and future can 

impact the planning of future events whereas, a high self-concept subscale score shows 

an awareness of how self-dimensions are useful in roles and relationships.  Lastly, a high 

planfulness score indicates that students have an understanding of the importance of 

planning. 

The CCDS total scores can range from 52 (low) to 260 (high) and for the 

subscales the range for Information is 6 (low) to 30 (high); Planning is from 11 (low) to 

55 (high); Self-concept 6 (low) to 30 (high); Locus of control 7 (low) to 35 (high); Time 

perspective 4 (low) to 20 (high); Curiosity/Exploration 7 (low) to 35 (high); Key figures 

5 (low) to 25 (high); and Interests 6 (low) to 30 (high). Overall, the internal consistency 

rating of the scale is high (.89) indicating that the items reflect the measured attributes 

(Schultheiss & Stead, 2004).  consistency.  In two original samples, Cronbach alpha 

coefficients for the CCDS subscales were Information (.72, .73), Planning (.84, .85), Self-

concept (.84, .84), Locus of control (.79, .86), Time perspective (.69, .74), 
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Curiosity/Exploration (.66, .57), Key figures (.68, .60), & Interests (.68, .74) (Schultheiss 

& O’Donnell, 2004; Schultheiss, et al., 2006).5   

 In this sample, the CCDS total scores ranged from 135 (low) to 257 (high) with a 

mean of 208.86, a standard deviation of 22.77, and internal consistency reliability was 

.94.  The 6-item Information subscale scores ranged from 12 (low) to 30 (high) with a 

mean of 24.47, a standard deviation of 3.66, and internal consistency reliability was .78.  

The 7-item Curiosity/Exploration subscale scores ranged from 9 (low) to 34 (high) with a 

mean of 23.01, a standard deviation of 4.78, and internal consistency reliability was .77.  

The 6-item Interests subscale scores ranged from 15 (low) to 30 (high) with a mean of 

26.40, a standard deviation of 2.80, and internal consistency reliability was .66.  The 7-

item Locus of Control subscale scores ranged from 15 (low) to 35 (high) with a mean of 

29.16, a standard deviation of 4.19, and internal consistency reliability was .82.  The 5-

item Key Figures subscale scores ranged from 5 (low) to 25 (high) with a mean of 18.57, 

a standard deviation of 3.72, and internal consistency reliability was .68.  The 4-item 

Time subscale scores ranged from 4 (low) to 20 (high) with a mean of 16.42, a standard 

deviation of 2.97, and internal consistency reliability was .80.  The 11-item Planning 

subscale scores ranged from 13 (low) to 55 (high) with a mean of 45.92, a standard 

deviation of 6.70, and internal consistency reliability was .92.  The 6-item Self-Concept 

subscale ranged from 6 (low) to 30 (high) with a mean of 24.90, a standard deviation of 

3.88, and internal consistency reliability was .87.  The descriptive data (means, standard 

deviation, and Cronbach alphas) of the career progress scales are fairly consistent with 

                                                 
5 Two sets of Cronbach’s alphas were present as the CCDS is a fairly new scale. 
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previous research of students from urban schools in a large Midwestern city (Schultheiss 

& Stead, 2004). 

Prior Academic Achievement 

 To assess students’ prior academic achievement, students’ MCAS (Massachusetts 

Comprehensive Assessment System) scores for English Language Arts (ELA): Reading 

Comprehension and Mathematics from the previous year’s administration were obtained 

from school records.   

 ELA MCAS scores were available for 195 out of the 234 (83.3%) students in the 

current study.  Math MCAS scores were available for 196 of the 234 (83.8%) students.  

MCAS scaled scores range from 200 to 280 with a passing threshold of 220.  In this 

sample, ELA MCAS scores ranged from 208 to 268 with a mean of 233.51, and a 

standard deviation of 13.15.   According to the ELA MCAS performance level categories, 

2.6% (N=6) scored in the Advanced level (Scaled Score 260-280); 28.6% (N=67) scored 

in the Proficient level (Scaled Score 240-258); 39.3% (N=92) scored in the Needs 

Improvement level (High: Scaled Score 230-238; Low: Scaled Score 220-228); and 

12.8% (N=30) scored in the Warning level (High: Scaled Score 210-218; Low: Scaled 

Score 200-208).  In the sample, 70.5% of students passed the ELA MCAS (scored in the 

Advanced, Proficient, or Needs Improvement levels) and 12.8% of students did not pass 

the ELA MCAS exam.  ELA MCAS scores were unavailable for 39 students (16.7%).  

Figure 4 is a histogram of ELA MCAS scores based on the performance level categories.  

Table 4 summarizes the number of students who took the MCAS ELA test, the mean, and 
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standard deviation by grade and performance levels. 6  ELA MCAS scores were found to 

be within the acceptable levels of skewness and kurtosis. 

Figure 4 
MCAS ELA Performance Levels 
 

 
     

  In this sample, Math MCAS scores ranged from 204 to 280 with a mean of 

232.26, and a standard deviation of 16.94.7  According to the Math MCAS performance 

level categories, 6.8% (N=16) scored in the Advanced level (Scaled Score 260-280); 

20.5% (N=48) scored in the Proficient level (Scaled Score 240-258); 32.1% (N=75) 

scored in the Needs Improvement level (High: Scaled Score 230-238; Low: Scaled Score 

                                                 
6 Ibid. 
7 It is important to remember that 5th grade scores represent students currently in the 6th 
grade, 6th grade scores represent students currently in the 7th grade, and 7th grade scores 
represent students currently in the 8th grade. 
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220-228); and 24.4% (N=57) scored in the Warning level (High: Scaled Score 210-218; 

Low: Scaled Score 200-208).  In this study, 59.4% of students passed the Math MCAS 

(scored in the Advanced, Proficient, or Needs Improvement levels) and 24.4% of students 

did not pass the Math MCAS exam.  Math MCAS scores were unavailable for 38 

students (16.2%).  Figure 5 is a histogram of Math MCAS scores based on the 

performance level categories.  Table 4 summarizes the number of students who took the 

MCAS Math test, the mean, and standard deviation by grade and performance levels.  

Math MCAS scores were found to be within the acceptable levels of skewness and 

kurtosis. 

 The 5th grade Math MCAS scores (N=87) ranged from 208 to 268 with a mean of 

235.70, and a standard deviation of 13.80.  These 87 students were within the following 

performance levels: 9 Advanced (10.34%), 21 Proficient (24.14%), 34 Needs 

Improvement (39.08%), and 23 Warning (26.44%).  The 6th grade Math MCAS scores 

(N=44) ranged from 216 to 269 with a mean of 232.25, and a standard deviation of 15.30.  

These 44 students were within the following performance levels: 4 Advanced (9.09%), 8 

Proficient (18.18%), 23 Needs Improvement (52.27%), and 9 Warning (20.45%).  The 7th 

grade Math MCAS scores ranged from 204 to 280  

with a mean of 232.83, and a standard deviation of 17.48.  These 63 students were within 

the following performance levels: 3 Advanced (4.76%), 19 Proficient (30.16%), 18 

Needs 
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Improvement (28.57%), and 23 Warning (36.51%).  One student’s previous Math MCAS 

score (218/Warning) was for the 8th grade indicating that the student was currently 

repeating the 8th 

grade.  One other student Math MCAS score (214/Warning) was for the 4th grade despite 

being in the 6th grade.  School records indicate that this student was promoted and is 

currently in the 6th  

Figure 5 
MCAS Math Performance Levels 
 

 
 
 
grade despite having not completed the 5th grade ELA MCAS test.  Table 4 summarizes 

the number of students who took the MCAS ELA and Math tests, the mean, and standard 

deviation by grade and performance levels. 8 

                                                 
8 Ibid. 
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Table 4 
MCAS ELA and Math by Grade and Performance Levels 
 

MCAS Grade(s) N M SD Advanced Proficient
Needs 

Improvement Warning

ELA 
All 

grades 195 233.51 13.15 2.60% 28.60% 39.30% 12.80% 
ELA 5 87 235.31 13.99 4.60% 41.38% 37.93% 16.09% 
ELA 6 42 230.52 12.42 2.38% 21.43% 59.53% 16.67% 
ELA 7 63 233.08 12.31 1.59% 33.30% 50.79% 14.29% 

Math 
All 

grades 196 232.26 16.94 6.80% 20.50% 32.10% 24.40% 
Math 5 87 235.70 13.80 10.34% 24.14% 39.08% 26.44% 
Math 6 44 232.25 15.30 9.09% 18.18% 52.27% 20.45% 
Math 7 63 232.83 17.48 4.76% 30.16% 28.57% 36.51% 

* N.B. This table represents previous academic achievement as measured by last year’s 
MCAS test scores. 
**This table only includes the 3 students who took the MCAS ELA in the 4th or 8th 
grades and the 2 students who took the MCAS Math in the 4th or 8th grade in the ELA and 
Math All grades rows. 
 
Attendance 

 Attendance rates were calculated by dividing the number of days the student was 

present by the number of days the student was enrolled in the previous school year.  

There were 180 school days for the 2007-2008 school year.  Previous attendance rates 

were available for 210 out of 234 students (89.7%).  There was no previous attendance 

information available for 24 students out of 234 (10.3%).  In the current sample, 

attendance rates ranged from 49 to 180 with a mean of 166.02, and a standard deviation 

of 22.29.  The attendance percentile rates range from 52% to 100%.   

 School records also indicated that 32 students (15.2%) (out of the 210 students 

whose attendance information was available) had perfect attendance.  Of the 32 students 

who had perfect attendance during the previous academic year, 6 were 6th graders, 7 were 

7th graders, and 16 were 8th graders.  School records also indicate the number of excused 
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absences which generally means that the student brought a letter from a parent/caregiver 

regarding the absence.  Excused absences ranged from 0 to 16, with a mean of 3.23, and a 

standard deviation of 3.46.  Seventy-one students (73.1%) had excused absences, 

whereas, 63 students (23.9%) had no excused absences.  This study also calculated that 

13.3% of students were chronically absent during the 2007-2008 school year based on 

having missed 10% or more days (18 days or more) including excused and unexcused 

absences.  The gender breakdown for the 28 students who were chronically absent 

included 32.15% males and 67.86% females.  Chronic absences increased from 28.57% 

for current 6th graders to 35.71% for 7th graders.  However, the percentage of chronic 

absences for current 7th and 8th graders was exactly the same (35.71%) for the 2007-2008 

school year. 

 The previous attendance rates for the current 6th graders (N=94) ranged from 117 

to 180 with a mean of 170.84, and a standard deviation of 10.22.  The attendance 

percentile rates ranged from 72% to 100% for 6th graders.  The attendance rates for 7th 

graders (N=49) ranged from 49 to 180 with a mean of 157.74, and a standard deviation 

of 30.61.  The attendance percentile rates ranged from 52% to 100% for 7th graders.  The 

attendance rates for 8th graders (N=67) ranged from 62 to 180 with a mean of 165.33, 

and a standard deviation of 25.68.  The attendance percentile rates ranged from 75% to 

100% for 8th graders.  Table 5 summarizes the range, mean, standard deviation, and 

percentile range of previous attendance rates by grade. 
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Table 5 
Previous Attendance Rates by Grade(s) 
 

Grade(s) N Range M SD 
Percentile 

Range 
All 

grades 210 
49 to 
180 166.02 22.29 52-100% 

6 94 
117 to 

180 170.84 10.22 72-100% 

7 49 
49 to 
180 157.74 30.61 52-100% 

8 67 
62 to 
180 165.33 25.68 75-100% 

 

Knowledge of Parent/Caregiver Occupations 

 On the demographic questionnaire (see Appendix E), students were also asked if 

they knew what their parent/caregiver did for work and 97.4% (N=228) responded yes 

and 2.6% (N=6) responded no.9  Students were then asked the relationship of the 

parent/caregiver (mom, dad, aunt, uncle, grandmother, grandfather), the gender of the 

selected parent/caregiver and then instructed to write in the job of the parent/caregiver.  

Students were advised to only write down parents/caregiver with whom they currently 

lived.  The students’ parent/caregiver job were coded into one of nine occupational 

categories identified by the Dictionary of Occupational Titles (DOT) using the revised 

fourth edition, as supplied electronically by the U.S. Department of Labor (cf: 

http://www.occupationalinfo.org/).  If students wrote down more than one job for a 

parent/caregiver, the first job written was coded.  The nine categories are 1. Professional, 

Technical, and Managerial Occupations (i.e. nurse, teacher, translator); 2. Clerical and 

                                                 
9 As the coding of this question and subsequent questions evolved, it became clear that students responded 
yes to this question if they knew their parent/caregiver worked regardless of whether or not students could 
identify the field in which their parent/caregiver worked.  Only 6 students left the question completely 
blank. 
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Sales Occupations (i.e. delivery worker, ticket collector, secretary); 3. Service 

Occupations (i.e. cook, baby-sitter, waitress); 4. Agricultural, Fishery, Forestry, and 

Related Occupations (i.e. landscaper); 5. Processing Occupations (i.e. sewer, factory 

worker); 6. Machine Trades Occupations (i.e. car mechanic, auto body repair); 7. 

Benchwork Occupations (i.e. painter, auto worker); 8. Structural Work Occupations (i.e. 

electrician, construction); and 9. Miscellaneous Occupations (i.e. truck driver, bus driver, 

train conductor).  In this study, additional categories were also added to ease the coding 

of students’ responses: 10. Works but unclear where (i.e. students could identify that a 

parent/caregiver worked but gave a response that was very vague (i.e. works at a college, 

airline worker) which did not clearly fit into one of the nine categories.  Three additional 

categories were also added: 11. No job/unemployed; 12. Retired and 13. In School.   

 For the first parent/caregiver response, 145 students identified their Dad, 72 

identified their mom, 4 identified their uncle, 4 identified their grandfather, and 1 

identified their grandmother for a total of 228 (97.4%).10  Data were missing for 6 

students who left the question completely blank (2.6%).  Table 6 displays the job of 

parent/caregiver #1 and the relationship of parent/caregiver #1.  The majority of 

parent/caregivers #1 were in the Service, Clerical and Sales, and Professional, Technical, 

& Managerial Occupations. 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
10 To ease the coding of parent/caregiver occupation information, male parent/caregiver information when 
identified was coded first followed by female parent/caregiver information. 
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Table 6  
Parent/Caregiver #1 Job and Relationship 
 

Job of Parent/Caregiver #1 and Relationship of Parent/Caregiver #1  
    Relationship of Parent/Caregiver # 1 

    
Dad Mom Uncle Aunt Grandfather Grandmother Total 

Job of 
Parent/ 
Caregiver 
#1 

Professional, 
Technical, & 
Managerial  

7 14 1 0 0 0 22 

  
Clerical and 
Sales  24 9 0 2 0 0 35

  Service 55 27 2 2 1 1 88

  

Agricultural, 
Fishery, 
Forestry, & 
Related 

1 0 0 0 0 0 1

  Processing  1 1 0 0 0 0 2
  Machine Trades 7 0 0 0 1 0 8
  Benchwork 4 0 0 0 0 0 4
  Structural Work 13 1 1 0 0 0 15
  Miscellaneous 11 0 0 0 0 0 11

  
Employed but 
unclear industry 12 7 0 0 0 0 19

  
No job/ 
Unemployed 7 12 0 0 0 0 19

  Retired 2 0 0 0 0 0 2
  In School 1 1 0 0 0 0 2
  Total 145 72 4 4 2 1 228

 

 For the second parent/caregiver response 3 students identified their Dad, 130 

identified their mom, 8 identified their uncle, 9 identified their aunt, 2 identified their 

grandfather, and 11 identified their grandmother for a total of 163 (69.7%).  Data were 

missing for 71 students (30.3%) who did not identify a 2nd parent/caregiver.  Table 7 

displays the job of parent/caregiver #2 and the relationship of parent/caregiver #2.  The 

majority of parent/caregivers were in Service occupations. 
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Table 7  
Parent/Caregiver #2 Job and Relationship 
 

Job of Parent/Caregiver #2 and Relationship of Parent/Caregiver #2  
   Relationship of Parent/Caregiver #2 

    
Dad Mom Uncle Aunt Grandfather Grandmother Total 

Job of 
Parent/ 
Caregiver 
#1 

Professional, 
Technical, & 
Managerial  

0 17 2 5 0 3 27

  
Clerical and 
Sales  0 14 1 1 1 1 18

  Service 0 52 3 3 0 3 61
  Processing  0 1 0 0 0 0 1
  Machine Trades 0 1 1 0 0 0 2
  Benchwork 0 2 0 0 0 0 2
  Structural Work 1 0 0 0 0 0 1
  Miscellaneous 0 2 0 0 0 0 2

  
Employed but 
unclear industry 2 21 1 0 0 0 24

  
No job/ 
Unemployed 0 20 0 0 1 4 25

  Total 3 130 8 9 2 11 163
 

Primary Analyses 
 

 The following summarizes the analyses conducted to test the hypotheses of this 

study as outlined in Chapter II.  For each regression hypothesis, the amount of variance 

accounted for by (ΔR2) will be reported.  If significant, the amount of unique variance 

explained (ΔR2) will also be reported.  The relative strength of the relationships between 

variables will also be reported through Standardized Betas ( β ).  Standardized Betas ( β ) 

are regression coefficients that take into account the standard deviations of the variables.  

Standardized Betas can be used to compare variables that are measured in different units, 

which is the case in this study.   
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 A fit analysis was conducted when a simple or multiple regression analysis was 

completed.  A fit analysis is used to ensure that the assumptions of the Ordinary Least 

Squares (OLS) regression analysis have not been violated.  An OLS regression analysis 

has several assumptions.  The first assumption is that the X (predictor) is a fixed variable.  

In other words, the regression solution I find can be generalized to solutions within that 

range.  The second assumption is that the predictor X is measured without error.  The 

third assumption is that the relationship between the predictor and criterion variables is 

linear.   

There are also several assumptions related to the distribution of the residuals or 

errors.  The first assumption is that the errors/residuals between persons/observations are 

uncorrelated.  In other words, one person’s error in prediction is unrelated to the error in 

prediction for someone else.  The second assumption related to the distribution of errors 

is homoscedasticity of the residuals or conditional S2e is constant and normal.  

Homoscedasticity refers to residual variation.  Homoscedasticity of the residuals means 

that the distribution of the residuals at any point is normal and the residuals have equal 

variance throughout the range of predictor.  The third assumption of the distribution of 

errors is that errors are not correlated with X or the predictor.  In order to ensure that 

regression models do not violate the OLS assumptions, the standardized residual 

histogram, normal probability plot, and residual plot were examined.  Moreover, 

regression results were run with and without potential outliers to determine if results 

remained significant.  Potential outliers were retained in all cases because their influence 

on regression results remained insignificant. 



Brogan 94 
 

Hypothesis 1: What contextual and individual factors most optimally explain the 

career progress of urban middle school students? 

 A regression analysis was run to test hypothesis one because the purpose of this 

analysis is to determine the extent to which the variability in Career Progress scores 

(vertical axis (Y), criterion) are related to variation in career progress (X axis, predictor) 

while minimizing the amount of error.  In other words, I want to discern whether or not 

prior academic achievement (as measured by MCAS ELA and Math scores) and prior 

attendance rates are related to Career Progress scores so that I can predict Career Progress 

scores based on prior academic achievement and attendance.  The Career Progress score 

is a proxy for how far a student has progressed in career development, with lower scores 

representing less career progress, and higher scores representing more career progress.  

The higher the career progress score, the more progress a student has made in career 

development skills such as having a more developed sense of planning and time.   

 Hypothesis 1a posits that prior academic achievement (as measured by students’ 

MCAS ELA score) will be positively and significantly related to career progress.  A 

simple regression analysis was used to test this hypothesis.  Students’ career progress was 

regressed upon prior academic achievement (last year’s MCAS ELA score).  Students’ 

prior academic achievement MCAS ELA scores predicted .2% of the variance in career 

progress, which was not statistically significant.  A summary of all the simple regression 

results is presented in Table 8.  Hypothesis 1a which states that prior academic 

achievement (as measured by students’ MCAS ELA score) will be positively and 
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significantly related to career progress was therefore not confirmed.  A summary of the 

simple regression results for all variables is presented in Table 8. 

 The error distribution for this regression line was examined through the 

standardized residual histogram, normal probability plot, and residual plot.  The 

standardized residual distribution has a mean of zero and a standard deviation of 1.0.  The 

distribution is normal because most of the residuals fall within the -2.5 to 2.5 interval.  

Moreover, the normal probability plot reveals that the values are close to the probability 

line.  The residual plot indicates that the residuals were fairly normally distributed.  The 

aforementioned information suggests that the regression model meets the ordinary least 

square (OLS) assumptions.   

Table 8 
Simple Regression Results 
 
Variable R2 β P 
1.  MCAS ELA  .002  .040  >.05 
2.  MCAS Math  .037  ‐.192  <.05 
3.  Attendance  .000  ‐.002  >.05 

 

Hypothesis 1b posits that prior academic achievement (as measured by students’ 

MCAS Math score) will be positively and significantly related to career progress.  A 

simple regression analysis was used to test this hypothesis.  Students’ career progress was 

regressed upon prior academic achievement (last year’s MCAS Math score).  Students’ 

prior academic achievement MCAS Math scores predicted 3.7% of the variance in career 

progress, which was statistically significant (R2=.037, p<.05).  Results also indicated a 

negative relationship between students’ prior MCAS Math scores and their career 
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progress ( β = -.192).  Hypothesis 1b which states that prior academic achievement (as 

measured by students’ MCAS Math score) will be significantly related to career progress 

was confirmed.  However, the direction of the relationship was not confirmed as the 

results indicate a negative rather than a positive relationship between MCAS Math score 

and career progress.  

The error distribution for this regression line was examined through the 

standardized residual histogram, normal probability plot, and residual plot.  The 

standardized residual distribution has a mean of zero and a standard deviation of 1.0.  The 

distribution is normal because most of the residuals fall within the -2.5 to 2.5 interval.  

Moreover, the normal probability plot reveals that the values are close to the probability 

line.  The residual plot indicates that the residuals were fairly normally distributed.  The 

aforementioned information suggests that the regression model meets the ordinary least 

square (OLS). 

As a result of the unexpected negative relationship between MCAS Math scores 

and career progress, some additional analyses were run.  First, the mean of career 

progress total scores and subscale scores were examined using ANOVA to determine if 

there were group differences across MCAS Math Performance levels (Advanced, 

Proficient, Needs Improvement, and Warning).  Results indicate that the mean of career 

progress total scores and subscales scores (Key Figure, Planning, Time, Locus of Control, 

Information, Curiosity/Exploration, Interest and Self-Concept) is lower for students who 

scored in the MCAS Math Advanced and Proficient performance levels than for students 

who scored in the Needs Improvement or Warning performance levels.  The 
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supplementary findings should be treated with caution due to the fact that only 64 

students scored within the Advanced and Proficient performance levels on the MCAS 

Math.  In other words, more than two times the amount of students in this sample 

(n=132) scored within the Needs Improvement and Warning performance levels on the 

MCAS Math. 

 Hypothesis 1c posits that prior school attendance (as measured by attendance 

percentage) will be positively and significantly related to career progress.  A simple 

regression analysis was used to test this hypothesis.  Students’ career progress was 

regressed upon prior attendance (percentage).  Students’ prior school attendance 

predicted zero percent of the variance in career progress, which was not statistically 

significant.  

The error distribution for this regression line was examined through the 

standardized residual histogram, normal probability plot, and residual plot.  The 

standardized residual distribution has a mean of zero and a standard deviation of 1.0.  The 

distribution is normal because most of the residuals fall within the -2.5 to 2.5 interval.  

Moreover, the normal probability plot reveals that the values are close to the probability 

line.  The residual plot indicates that the residuals were fairly normally distributed. The 

aforementioned information suggests that the regression model meets the ordinary least 

square (OLS) assumptions.   

 Hypothesis 1d posits that that prior academic achievement, prior attendance, 

school grade, and gender will predict career progress.  In order to test this hypothesis, 

students’ prior academic achievement and attendance was entered into the regression 
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model (block 1), followed by school grade and gender (block 2).  All variables were 

entered using the forced entry procedure.  Career progress was regressed on both blocks 

of predictors.  The findings suggest that the first overall model was significant.  In other 

words, prior academic achievement (MCAS Math and ELA) and attendance were 

significant predictors of career progress accounting for 6.2% of the variance in career 

progress (R2=.062, p<.05).  Examination of the standardized Beta coefficients revealed 

that although both variables significantly impacted career progress, MCAS Math scores 

had a stronger negative relationship with career progress ( β =  -.285) than ELA MCAS 

scores ( β =  .166).  The standardized Beta coefficient for previous attendance was not 

significant ( β =  .074).   

 The second regression block explored the contributing factors of prior MCAS 

Math scores, MCAS ELA scores, previous attendance, current grade, and gender to 

career progress.  Overall, the model was significant accounting for 6.7% of the variance 

in career progress (R2=.067, p<.05).  In other words, the addition of gender and grade 

contributed 4% of the variance in career progress above and beyond that accounted for by 

model 1 (prior academic achievement and prior attendance).  However, in model 2 the 

standardized Beta coefficient revealed that the significant negative relationship between 

students’ prior MCAS Math scores and their career progress ( β = -.294) increased as did 

the significant positive relationship between students’ ELA MCAS scores and career 

progress ( β =  - .169).  The standardized Beta coefficients also revealed that the 

relationship between previous attendance and career progress was not significant ( β =  
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.079) nor were the relationships among students’ career progress and current grade ( β =  

.073)  and gender ( β =  .013). 

The error distribution for this regression line was examined through the 

standardized residual histogram, normal probability plot, and residual plot.  The 

standardized residual distribution has a mean of zero and a standard deviation of 1.0.  The 

distribution is normal because most of the residuals fall within the -2.5 to 2.5 interval.  

Moreover, the normal probability plot reveals that the values are close to the probability 

line.  The residual plot indicates that the residuals were fairly normally distributed around 

zero.  The aforementioned information suggests that the regression model meets the 

ordinary least square (OLS) assumptions.  A summary of the regression models for 

hypothesis 1d is provided in Table 9. 

 
Table 9 
Regression Model for Hypothesis 1d 
 

Block 
Entered Variable R2 ΔR2 β   

1  MCAS Math .062 4.210 -.285 * 
  MCAS ELA .166 * 
  Attendance .074  
2  MCAS Math .067 2.727 -.294 * 

  MCAS ELA .169 * 
  Attendance .079  
  Current Grade .073  
   Gender   .013   

*p<.05. 

 

 



Brogan 100 
 

Hypothesis 2: To what extent is career progress related to school engagement and 

academic motivational beliefs? 

 Canonical correlation was used to test hypothesis 2 as the predictor and the 

criterion variables are multidimensional, continuous, and measured at the interval level.  

Canonical correlation analysis is a data analysis technique that was originally developed 

by Hotelling (1935, 1936).  Canonical correlation examines the correlation between a 

criterion set and predictor set of variables, both of which are weighted based on the 

relationships among the variables within the sets.  Canonical correlation analysis is based 

on the Pearson r correlation but it also allows researchers to extend general linear 

modeling (GLM) concepts to multivariate methods, which is one advantage of this 

technique (Fan, 1996; 1997; Fish, 1988; Henson, 2000; Thompson, 2000).   In fact, many 

researchers posit that the statistical analyses most often used in data analyses (i.e. 

ANOVA, MANOVA, multiple regression, Pearson correlation, and t test) can be better 

analyzed by using Canonical correlation analysis (Henson, 2000; Knapp, 1978; Sherry & 

Henson, 2005; Thompson, 1991).   

 Another advantage of using canonical correlation analysis is that it decreases the 

probability of committing a Type I error (Thompson, 1991).  A Type I error or 

experiment-wise error refers to the likelihood of finding a statistically significant result 

when one should not have.  The risk of committing this error increases when too many 

statistical tests are performed on the same variables in a data set because each test has its 

own risk of a Type I error.   Canonical correlation analysis minimizes this risk because it 

allows for simultaneous comparisons among the variables. 
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 Researchers suggest using canonical correlation analysis only when there is a 

specific rationale for why variables are being grouped together (Sherry and Henson, 

2005).  In the current proposal, I am interested in the research question: “To what extent 

is career progress related to school engagement and academic motivational beliefs?”  The 

career progress, school engagement, and academic motivational beliefs are 

operationalized, in their respective variable sets, by multi-faceted constructs.   

 Canonical correlation analysis usage generally adheres to some basic guidelines.  

One guideline is that there should be at least 20 times as many cases as variables in the 

analysis, in order to interpret the most significant canonical root (Stevens, 1987).  This 

analysis had 11 variables and 234 cases and therefore this guideline was met.  It is also 

important to check for outliers which can greatly affect the magnitudes of correlation 

coefficients because canonical correlation analysis is computed from correlation 

coefficients (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2001). 

 In this study, the canonical analysis sought to determine the degree to which 

school engagement and academic motivational beliefs shared variability with the 8 

subscales of the Career Progress (Information, Curiosity/Exploration/Interest, Locus of 

Control, Key Figures, Time, Planning and Self-Concept).  The full canonical model 

indicates that a significant relationship exists between the two sets of variables, Pillais’s 

V=.71 F(16, 450=15.61), p<.001 with a multivariate effect size of .36.  The full model 

analysis also revealed two significant roots.   

 The first significant root [(Wilks’ L=.37), F(16, 448)=17.79, p<.001, R=.74 ] 

accounted for 56% of the variance between the canonical composites of school 
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engagement and academic motivational beliefs with the set of career progress 

dimensions.  The structure coefficients for Root 1 are presented in Table 10.  In order for 

the variables to contribute to the interpretation of ROOT 1, their structure coefficients 

must be .30 or higher (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2001).  All of the variables contributed to the 

interpretation of the root.  High structure coefficients are generally above .8, moderate to 

high structure coefficients range from .6 to .8, moderate structure coefficients are 

between .4 and .6, moderate to low structure coefficients range from .2 to .4, and low 

structure coefficients are below .2 (Glassnapp & Poggio, 1985).  The coefficients for this 

analysis reveal a high positive loading for Curiosity/Exploration (.88); a moderate to high 

positive loading for Information (.59), Locus of Control (.60), and Planning (.68); and a 

moderate positive loading for Interest (.50), Key Figures (.50), and Time (.58).  This 

finding suggests that urban middle school students, who reported more strongly 

developed Curiosity/Exploration, Information, Locus of Control, Planning, Interest, Key 

Figures, and Time, as measured by the CCDS, also reported higher levels of school 

engagement and academic motivational beliefs. 

 The second significant root [(Wilks’s L=.84), F(7, 225)=6.032, p<.001, R=.40] 

accounted for 16% of the variance between the canonical composites school engagement 

and academic motivational beliefs with the set of career progress dimensions.  The 

structure coefficients for Root 2 are also presented in Table 10.   The coefficients for this 

analysis reveal moderate positive loadings for Locus of Control (.59) and Time (.43); and 

moderate to low negative loading for Curiosity/Exploration (-.31) and a moderate to low 

positive loading for Self-Concept (.34).  This finding suggests that urban middle school 
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students, who reported higher levels of Locus of Control, Time, and Self-Concept as well 

as lower levels of Curiosity/Exploration, also reported higher levels of academic 

motivational beliefs but surprisingly lower levels of school engagement.  This finding 

should be treated with caution due to the relatively small variance accounted for by this 

root.  

Table 10 
Structure coefficient (ω ) for Roots 1 and 2 with career progress. 
 
 
Variable     
Covariate  1 2 

Career Progress 
  Information 0.59 
Curiosity/Exploration 0.88 -0.31 
  Interest 0.50 
  Locus of Control 0.60 0.59 
  Key Figures 0.50 
  Time 0.58 0.43 
  Planning 0.68 
  Self-Concept 0.56 0.34 

School Engagement 0.88 -0.48 
Academic Motivational 
Beliefs 0.92 0.41 

 

 
3. Does career progress explain school engagement beyond the effect of prior 

school achievement? 

Hypothesis 3 posits that career progress will significantly contribute to the 

variance in school engagement, individually, and above and beyond the variance 

explained by prior academic achievement.  In order to test this hypothesis, students’ prior 

academic achievement (ELA and Math MCAS scores; block 1) and career progress 

(block 2) were entered into the regression model.  Both blocks were entered using the 

ω ω
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forced entry procedure.  The findings suggest that prior academic achievement (MCAS 

Math and ELA scores) was not a significant predictor of school engagement accounting 

for only 2.6% of the variance in school engagement (R2=.026, p>.05).  Whereas, career 

progress contributed individually and beyond the effect of prior academic achievement, 

accounting for 31.4% of the variance (R2=.314, p<.05) in school engagement.   In other 

words, when regressed on school engagement, the first regression model containing prior 

academic achievement (Block 1) was not significant but the second regression model 

containing career progress (Block 2) was significant.  Thus, career progress uniquely 

contributed 28.8% of the variance in school engagement above and beyond that 

accounted for by prior school achievement (ΔR2=29.170, p <.05).  Examination of the 

standardized Beta coefficients indicated that school engagement has a stronger 

relationship with career progress ( β = .553) than with prior academic achievement, 

MCAS Math ( β = -.033) and MCAS ELA ( β = .009).  Hypothesis 3 (that career progress 

will significantly contribute to the variance in school engagement, individually, and 

above and beyond the variance explained by prior academic achievement) was 

confirmed.  A summary of the regression model for hypothesis 3 is provided in Table 11. 

Table 11 
Regression Model for Hypothesis 3 
 

Block 
Entered Variable          R2      ΔR2       β   

1  MCAS Math .026 2.525 ‐ .178 *
  MCAS ELA   .096

2  MCAS Math .314 29.170 ‐ .033
  MCAS ELA .009

   Career Progress     .553 *
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The error distribution for this regression line was examined through the 

standardized residual histogram, normal probability plot, and residual plot.  The 

standardized residual distribution has a mean of zero and a standard deviation of 1.0.  The 

distribution is normal because most of the residuals fall within the -2.5 to 2.5 interval.  

Moreover, the normal probability plot reveals that the values are close to the probability 

line.  The residual plot indicates that the residuals were fairly normally distributed.  The 

aforementioned information suggests that the regression model meets the ordinary least 

square (OLS) assumptions.   

4.  Do academic motivational beliefs (self-efficacy, motivational beliefs and 

skepticism) mediate the relationship between career progress and school 

engagement? 

 Before testing hypothesis 4, a Pearson product-moment correlation matrix was 

produced to determine that significant relationships existed between the study variables, 

including the 3 subscales which make up the academic motivational beliefs scale (self-

efficacy, intrinsic value, and skepticism).  Table 12 displays these significant 

correlations. 
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Table 12  
Correlations for Bias-Corrected Analysis 
 
       Measure     1       2    3    4      5    6 

1. 
School 
Engagement __  .603 ** .554 ** .473 ** .665 ** .336 ** 

2. Motivation .603 ** __  .648 ** .883 ** .830 ** .725 ** 
3. Career Progress .554 ** .648 ** __  .567 ** .576 ** .434 ** 
4. Self-Efficacy .473 ** .883 ** .567 ** __  .638 ** .457 ** 
5. Intrinsic Value .665 ** .830 ** .576 ** .638 ** __  .383 ** 
6. Skepticism .336 ** .725 ** .434 ** .457 ** .383 ** __   

**p<.01 

Hypothesis 4 posits that academic motivational beliefs (i.e. self-efficacy, intrinsic 

value, and skepticism) will mediate the relationship between career progress and school 

engagement.  Given that the sample size of this study was 234, a bootstrapping approach 

was used to test hypothesis 4 because this approach provides “the most accurate 

confidence limits and the greatest statistical power to detect mediation in small to 

moderate-sized samples” (Dearing & Hamilton, 2006, p. 92).  The percentile bootstrap 

test of mediation takes a random sample from the original data with replacement.  The  

and  values are then found for the new, bootstrap sample, and the indirect effect  

is computed (Fritz & MacKinnon, 2007).  In the current study, the process of taking 

bootstrap samples and calculating the indirect effect was repeated 1000 times.  The 

generated estimates of the indirect effect form the bootstrap distribution (Fritz & 

MacKinnon, 2007).  “The percentile bootstrap test takes the bootstrap estimates of the 

indirect effect that correspond to the 

∧

α

∧

β
∧

β
∧

α

2
ω  and the 1 - 2

ω  percentiles of the bootstrap 

sample distribution to form a 100( 1-ω )% confidence interval, where ω  is equal to the 

Type 1 error rate” (Efron & Tibshirani, 1993; Manly 1997, as cited in Fritz & 
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MacKinnon, 2007, p. 236).  The null hypothesis of no mediation (i.e. academic 

motivational beliefs do not mediate the relationship between career progress and school 

engagement) can be rejected if the bootstrapped confidence interval does not contain 

zero. 

 To test hypothesis 4, the multiple mediation macro was downloaded and opened 

using the script function in SPSS (Preacher & Hayes, 2008).  The bootstrap method was 

set to bias corrected, 1000 was chosen as the functions remained the same for all 

subsequent analyses. 

 In Model 1, the independent variable was school engagement, the dependent 

variable was career progress, the proposed mediator variable was academic motivational 

beliefs score and the covariates were previous attendance, gender, grade, and previous 

academic achievement (ELA and Math MCAS scores).  Results indicate that an indirect 

effect of school engagement on career progress through academic motivational beliefs is 

.2764 which is significant at the p<.01 level and within the lower range (.1859) and upper 

range (.3892) of the bootstrapped confidence interval.  In other words, the bootstrapped 

confidence interval does not contain zero and the hypothesis that academic motivational 

beliefs (i.e. self-efficacy, intrinsic value, and skepticism) will mediate the relationship 

between career progress and school engagement was confirmed.  A summary of the bias-

corrected model 1 for hypothesis 4 is provided in Table 13. 

 Model 2 was designed to determine the unique contribution of the three academic 

motivational beliefs subscales (self-efficacy, intrinsic value, and skepticism) to the 

proposed mediation between career progress and school engagement.  In Model 2, the 
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independent variable was school engagement, the dependent variable was career 

progress, the proposed mediators variables were self-efficacy, intrinsic value, and 

skepticism, and the covariates were previous attendance, gender, grade, and previous 

academic achievement (ELA and Math MCAS scores).  Results indicate that an indirect 

effect of school engagement on career progress through self-efficacy is .1019 which is 

significant at the p<.01 level and within the lower range (.0025) and upper range (.2157) 

of the bootstrapped confidence interval.  Results indicate that an indirect effect of career 

progress on school engagement through intrinsic value is .0886 which is not significant at 

the p>.01 level or within the lower range (- .0409) and upper range (.2131) of the 

bootstrapped confidence interval.  Results indicate that an indirect effect of career 

progress on school engagement through skepticism is .0662 which is significant at the 

p<.01 level and within the lower range (.0243) and upper range (.1380) of the 

bootstrapped confidence interval.  The bootstrapped confidence interval does not contain 

zero for the proposed mediators of self-efficacy and skepticism.  Thus, self-efficacy and 

skepticism individually mediate the relationship between career progress and school 

engagement.  However, the bootstrapped confidence interval does contain zero for the 

proposed mediator of intrinsic value.  Intrinsic value does not mediate the relationship 

between career progress and school engagement.  A summary of the bias-corrected model 

2 for hypothesis 4 is provided in Table 13. 

 This study hypothesized that career progress would contribute to school 

engagement with academic motivational beliefs as a mediator.  Nevertheless, this study 

also examined an alternative hypothesis that school engagement would contribute to 
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career progress through the role of academic motivational beliefs as a mediator.  This 

alternative model is worthwhile to consider in efforts to further clarify the nature of the 

relationship between career progress and school engagement. 

In Model 3, the independent variable was career progress,  the dependent variable 

was school engagement, the proposed mediator variable was academic motivational 

beliefs score and the covariates were previous attendance, gender, grade, and previous 

academic achievement (ELA and Math MCAS scores).  Results indicate that an indirect 

effect of career progress upon school engagement through academic motivational beliefs 

is .2664 which is significant at the p<.01 level and within the lower range (.1700) and 

upper range (.3949) of the bootstrapped confidence interval.  In other words, the 

bootstrapped confidence interval does not contain zero and thus academic motivational 

beliefs (i.e. self-efficacy, intrinsic value, and skepticism) mediate the relationship 

between school engagement and career progress.  A summary of the bias-corrected model 

3 for hypothesis 4 is provided in Table 13. 

 Model 4 was designed to determine the unique contribution of the three academic 

motivational beliefs subscales (self-efficacy, intrinsic value, and skepticism) to the 

proposed mediation between school engagement and career progress.  In Model 4, the 

independent variable was career progress, the dependent variable was school 

engagement, the proposed mediators variables were self-efficacy, intrinsic value, and 

skepticism, and the covariates were previous attendance, gender, grade, and previous 

academic achievement (ELA and Math MCAS scores).  Results indicate that an indirect 

effect of career progress on school engagement through self-efficacy is .0248 was not 
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significant at the p<.01 level or within the lower range (- 0470) and upper range (.1162) 

of the bootstrapped confidence interval.  Results indicate that an indirect effect of school 

engagement on career progress through intrinsic value is .2570 which is significant at the 

p<.01 level and within the lower range (.1783) and upper range (.3763) of the 

bootstrapped confidence interval.  Results indicate that an indirect effect of school 

engagement on career progress through skepticism is -.0015 is not significant at the p<.01 

level or within the lower range (-.0640) and upper range (.0556) of the bootstrapped 

confidence interval.  The bootstrapped confidence interval does not contain zero for the 

proposed mediator of intrinsic value.  Thus, intrinsic value individually mediates the 

relationship between school engagement and career progress.  However, the bootstrapped 

confidence interval does contain zero for the proposed mediators of self-efficacy and 

skepticism.  Self-efficacy and skepticism do not mediate the relationship between school 

engagement and career progress.  A summary of the bias-corrected model 4 for 

hypothesis 4 is provided in Table 13. 
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Table 13 
Bias-Corrected Results for Hypothesis 4 

Hypothesis 4 

Indirect 
effects of IV 
on DV 
through 
proposed 
mediator(s) 

Bias‐
Corrected 
Confidence 
Interval 

     
         
Mediator(s)  Boot  Lower  Upper    
         
Model 1         

Academic Motivational 
Beliefs  .2764  .1859  .3892  * 
         
Model 2         
Self‐Efficacy  .1019  .0025  .2157  * 
Intrinsic‐Value  .0886  ‐.0409  .2131   
Skepticism  .0662  .0243  .1380  * 
         
Model 3         

Academic Motivational 
Beliefs  .2664  .1700  .3949  * 
         
Model 4         
Self‐Efficacy  .0248  ‐ .0470  .1162   
Intrinsic‐Value  .2570  .1783  .3763  * 
Skepticism  ‐ .0015  ‐ .0640  .0556    

Models 1 and 2:  
Independent Variable: School Engagement  
Dependent Variable: Career Progress 
Model 3 and 4: 
Independent Variable: Career Progress  
Dependent Variable: School Engagement 
Covariates: Previous attendance, gender, grade, and previous academic achievement 
(ELA and Math MCAS scores).  Covariates remained the same for all 4 models. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

Recent discussions within the field of education and psychology have focused on 

the large majority of urban high school students who are unprepared for entry-level 

college courses and have few skills to compete in today’s global economy (ACT, 2008).  

These urban students, particularly minority students, are at-risk for long-term negative 

outcomes such as school failure, school dropout, unemployment, and few opportunities 

for occupational advancement (Blustein, 2006; Blustein et al., 2000; Rouse, 2005; 

Wilson, 1996).  In fact, research suggests that students who dropout tend to give 

“warning signs,” such as attending school less frequently and/or declines in standardized 

achievement testing (Finn, 1989, Newmann et al., 1992, Wehlage et al., 1989).  The sharp 

increase in truancy once students enter middle school provides further evidence of school 

disengagement (Balfanz et al., 2007; Nauer et al., 2008; Roderick, 1993).   

Yet, students who learn about the relevance of school-based learning to their 

future careers may be likely to obtain the skills they need to compete in the global 

environment of the 21st century (Hamilton & Hamilton, 1998; Johnson, 2000; Kenny et 

al., 2006).  Many theorists (cf. Kenny et al., 2006; Solberg et al., 2002) identify such 

skills as “work-readiness skills;” whereby students plan their course of study around 

building skills that will allow them to obtain relevant experiences towards different 

vocations or jobs of interest.  Despite growing evidence concerning the importance of 

these skills and knowledge, one qualitative study found that sixth through ninth grade 

students had very little understanding of how school relates to the real world and the 

knowledge and skills they needed to succeed in the future (Johnson, 2000).   
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 Given the potential of negative outcomes for urban students and the importance of 

obtaining adaptive work-readiness skills, the current study sought to identify factors 

related to career progress of middle school students.  Utilizing a developmental-

contextualism framework, this study explored how the individual and social contextual 

factors are related to the educational and career progress of urban middle school students.  

This study hypothesized that career progress and constructive academic-related beliefs 

for students can potentially help middle school students attain the knowledge and skills 

(i.e. roadmap) to become ready for high school, college, and a career.  Career progress 

has been positively associated with academic self-efficacy, self-esteem, and internal locus 

of control (Schultheiss et al., 2006; Stead & Schultheiss, 2005).  The eight dimensions of 

career progress (curiosity/exploration, information, key figures, interests, locus of 

control, time perspective, self-concept, and planfulness) may begin to lay the foundation 

for urban middle school students to obtain skills that help them remain engaged in school 

rather than stuck in the forgotten middle school years. 

Students in the current sample attended school with some degree of regularity 

during the 2007-2008 school year (180 days).  School records indicated that attendance 

percentile rates ranged from 52% to 100% (out of the 210 students whose attendance 

information was available) and 32 students (15.2%) had perfect attendance.   

Additionally, seventy-one students (73.1%) had excused absences and only twenty-eight 

students (13.3%) were chronically absent during the 2007-2008 school year based on 

having missed 10% or more days (18 days or more) including excused and unexcused 

absences.  These results suggest that only a small segment of students in this sample are 
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displaying early truancy or “warning signs” of dropping out based on their school 

attendance. 

Another warning sign of school disengagement and/or dropping out is low 

standardized achievement scores.   In the current sample, 70.5% of students passed the 

ELA MCAS (scored in the Advanced, Proficient, or Needs Improvement levels) and 

12.8% of students did not pass the ELA MCAS exam (scored in the Warning level).   The 

MCAS Math scores are considerably lower.   In this study, 59.4% of students passed the 

Math MCAS (scored in the Advanced, Proficient, or Needs Improvement levels) and 

24.4% of students did not pass the Math MCAS exam (scored in the Warning level).   

Considering how prior academic achievement (using MCAS scores) of middle school 

students is related to their career progress was a focal point of this study. 

Due to the research that suggests that academic achievement influences 

perceptions of one’s access to higher education and career options (Arbona, 2000), this 

study hypothesized that prior academic achievement, as measured by MCAS scores, and 

career progress would be positively related.  Hypothesis 1a which stated that prior 

academic achievement (as measured by students’ MCAS ELA score) would be positively 

and significantly related to career progress was not confirmed, however.  Hypothesis 1b 

hypothesized that prior academic achievement (as measured by students’ MCAS Math 

score) would be significantly related to career progress.  This hypothesis was confirmed, 

however, the direction of the relationship was not confirmed as the results indicate a 

negative rather than a positive relationship between MCAS Math score and career 

progress.  Hypothesis 1c posited that prior school attendance (as measured by attendance 
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percentage) would be positively and significantly related to career progress.   In the 

current study, hypothesis 1c was not confirmed.  Hypothesis 1d posited that that prior 

academic achievement, prior attendance, school grade, and gender would predict career 

progress.  Although, this hypothesis was confirmed, the strength of the relationship was 

fairly weak.  In fact, prior academic achievement (MCAS ELA and Math scores) and 

prior attendance only accounted for 6.2% of the variability in career progress scores.  The 

addition of the two demographic/contextual factors, school grade and gender only added 

.4% of the variability in career progress above and beyond that accounted for the 

individual factors (prior MCAS scores and attendance).   

There is limited research that focuses on the factors that influence the career 

progress of urban middle school students, yet the negative implications of 

underachievement and dropping out of high school are very well-known (cf: Blustein, 

2006; Hunt, 1995; Rifkin, 1995).  This study therefore attempted to explore what 

individual (MCAS, ELA and Math scores & attendance) and contextual factors school 

grade & gender) optimally explain the career progress of urban middle school students.   

It is also necessary to consider the unexpected negative yet small, statistically 

significant relationship between students’ MCAS Math scores and career progress.  

Despite knowledge that school failure limits career opportunities, students’ school 

achievement at middle school is not related to career progress.  Ironically, career progress 

is inversely related to school engagement assessed by MCAS Math scores.  The current 

cross-sectional study makes it hard to interpret the unexpected negative relationship 

between MCAS Math scores and career progress.  Nevertheless, if this finding is 
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replicated within a longitudinal study, or even pre-post test studies, then it would be 

important to explore the reasons further. 

There also may be some study or sample specific reasons for the weak findings in 

hypothesis one as well.  For example, in this study, the majority of students scored within 

the Needs Improvement and Warning performance levels on both the ELA and Math 

MCAS exams.  Additionally, most of the students in the study attended school more than 

50% of the time.  Moreover, in this sample, the majority of the students qualified for free 

or reduced lunch (which indicates low-income socio-economic status) and their 

parents’/guardians’ occupations were within low-income fields such as service & clerical 

and sales.  Perhaps, this lack of variability contributed to the weak relationship among the 

individual (MCAS, ELA and Math scores & attendance) and demographic/contextual 

factors (school grade & gender) with career progress. Nevertheless, the insignificant 

relationship between ELA MCAS scores and career progress as well as the negative 

relationship between Math MCAS scores and career progress is consistent with some 

previous research revealing that students, particularly students of color, may hold high 

aspirations for future academic and career success despite low academic achievement 

(Alexander, Entwisle, & Bedinger, 1994; Entwisle & Hayduk, 1978; MacLeod, 1995; 

Mickelson, 1990; Yowell, 1999).  Thus students may sustain career progress irrespective 

of their level of academic achievement.  Although it is encouraging that students retain 

hopeful attitudes, doing so without realistic effort and planning may be problematic in the 

long run. Positive psychology (Snyder, 2000), for example, maintains that positive 

attitudes should be coupled with knowledge of pathways or planning to meet future goals. 
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Middle school students who hold high aspirations for future academic and career 

success despite low levels of academic achievement may be disregarding the effort and 

planning that it make take to have a successful future.  This finding may also suggest that 

prevention programs may want to more carefully highlight the importance of future 

career success and its links with school engagement to engage all students, particularly 

those with low academic achievement.  Such efforts may help students begin to 

understand the sustained planning that it takes to succeed academically and vocationally. 

Hypothesis 2 sought to confirm the link between career development and school 

engagement and academic motivational beliefs at the middle school level by considering 

the multiple dimensions of career progress.  Based on adolescent and adult studies of 

career maturity (e.g. Savickas, 1994), this study hypothesized that middle school students 

who have progressed further in career development across the multiple dimensions of 

career progress will also demonstrate higher school engagement and academic 

motivational beliefs.  The full model analysis confirmed this hypothesis and highlights 

the relevancy of career progress to the school engagement and academic motivational 

beliefs of urban middle school students.  The first significant root indicates that school 

engagement and academic motivational beliefs contributed significantly to eight of the 

career progress dimensions.  That is, students who reported more strongly developed 

Curiosity/Exploration, Information, Locus of Control, Planning, Interest, Key Figures, 

and Time and Self-Concept, also reported higher levels of school engagement and 

academic motivational beliefs.  The overall finding is consistent with research with urban 

ninth graders (Kenny et al., 2006), which found that increases in school engagement are 
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associated with higher levels of career development, or more specifically, career 

planfulness and expectations (Kenny et al., 2006). 

With regard to the specific dimensions of career progress, the pattern revealed in 

this root affirms the contributions of multiple dimensions of career progress to academic 

engagement and motivational belief.  The findings affirm the positive value of 

curiosity/exploration for school engagement and the importance of the middle school 

years as a crucial developmental period for conscious and goal-oriented exploration 

(Csikszentmihalyi & Schneider, 2000; Entwisle, et al., 1999; Goldstein & Oldham, 1979; 

Hartung et al., 2005).  Additionally, this finding is consistent with previous research 

revealing that higher curiosity/exploration is associated with school satisfaction 

(Schultheiss et al., 2006).  The value of curiosity is emphasized by theory suggesting that 

curiosity facilitates vocational exploration by enabling children to obtain information 

about occupations and themselves, thereby contributing to the development of a 

vocational self-concept (Super, 1990; Porfeli et al., 2008; Trusty et al., 2005).  This study 

also supports the importance of information seeking for school engagement.  Obtaining 

information may help middle school students learn how their personal interests and 

abilities are applicable to success in school and their future occupations (Goldstein & 

Oldham, 1979, Nelson, 1978; Trice, et al., 1995; Schultheiss et al., 2005).   

In addition to the positive values of Curiosity/Exploration and Time, the 

significance of Locus of Control, Planning, Interest, Key Figures, Time, and Self-

Concept to school engagement highlight the variety of skills relevant for urban middle 

school students to engage in school and career progress.  The contributions of Locus of 
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Control and Planning are consistent with research indicating that developing goals and 

engaging in proactive behaviors (i.e. making decisions, negotiating, delaying 

gratification) towards reaching those goals can be helpful in constructive school behavior 

(Pulkkinen, 2001; Savickas, 2002).  The link between academic ability and interests is 

relevant to the development of a vocational self-concept and also consistent with previous 

research.  For example, Schultheiss et al. (2005) found that 4th and 5th graders self-

conceptions focused on their academic abilities and future interests, (i.e. “I am good at 

science.  That is why I want to be an archeologist” (p. 253).  A time perspective, for 

example, is a critical dimension of childhood career development and personal 

adjustment (Lapan, 2004; Super, 1990).  The importance of self-concept may be 

indicative of middle school students’ developing awareness of how self-dimensions are 

useful in staying academically motivated.  Thus, school and career theorists and 

practitioners who are concerned with making sure urban middle school students feel 

engaged in school and competent and confident in their academic motivational abilities 

may need to consider the multifaceted nature of career progress during the middle school 

years. 

The second significant root reveals a pattern where academic motivational beliefs 

contributed significantly and positively to four of the career progress dimensions, 

whereas, school engagement contributed negatively to those career progress dimensions.  

This pattern is less common than that identified by the first root.  In this pattern, school 

engagement and academic motivation are inversely related.  For these students, lower 

school engagement and higher motivational beliefs are associated with four dimensions 
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of career progress, lower curiosity (i.e. marked by inquisitive behavior), higher locus of 

control (i.e. the degree to which an individual feels internal control over their present and 

future), higher planning (i.e. an understanding of the importance of planning), and higher 

self-concept (i.e. an awareness of how self-dimensions are useful in roles and 

relationships).  The positive relationship between academic motivation beliefs and Locus 

of Control, Time, and Self-Concept is consistent with the first root and Hypothesis 2. 

For root two, surprisingly, students who reported less developed 

curiosity/exploration reported higher academic motivational beliefs and lower school 

engagement levels.  The mismatch between’s students’ curiosity/exploration and both 

academic motivational beliefs and school engagement is hard to interpret.  Given the 

small overall variance accounted for by the 2nd root in explaining the relationship of 

career progress to academic motivational beliefs and school engagement, this root should 

be interpreted cautiously.  Nevertheless, it is possible that some students believe that 

school is important and relevant and that they are capable of doing well in school, but are 

not highly engaged in school.  While those students feel that they have control over their 

lives and have an awareness of time as a dimension of life planning, they lack the type of 

curiosity or inquisitive behavior that would contribute to school engagement.   

 The finding for Hypothesis 3 revealed that career progress significantly 

contributes to the variance in school engagement above and beyond the variance 

explained by prior academic achievement (MCAS Math and ELA scores).  As discussed 

in relation to hypothesis 1d, this finding suggests that career progress in middle school is 

not simply an artifact of student of students’ academic performance.  The relationship 
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between career progress and school engagement suggests that when students see the 

connection between school and future planning, they may be more likely to be engaged in 

school. 

This finding also extends previous research, which found that increases in school 

engagement are associated with higher levels of career development, or more 

specifically, career planfulness and outcome expectations among urban ninth graders 

(Kenny, et al., 2006).  Because the current study found that the relationship between 

career progress and school engagement is evident much earlier, research and practice 

which has almost exclusively focused on enriching the learning and work experience of 

high school students may be limited (cf. Fouad, 1997; Solberg et al., 2002). 

The current study also extends previous research by examining the potential 

mediating role of academic motivational beliefs.  The fourth hypothesis of the current 

study was that academic motivational beliefs (self-efficacy, intrinsic value and 

skepticism) would mediate the relationship between career progress and school 

engagement.  This hypothesis was confirmed.  Academic motivational beliefs therefore 

appear to link career progress and school attitudes.  This finding is related to the work of 

Eccles and associates who emphasize the developmental course of motivational beliefs 

and their long-term impact on academic achievement (Eccles, Wigfield, Harold, & 

Blumenfeld, 1993).  Thus, students who have confidence in their academic ability and see 

the long-term usefulness of their education (e.g. going to college and/or obtaining a job) 

are more likely to be interested in school.  The current study suggests that career progress 
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may benefit middle school students by sustaining engagement in school through the 

mechanism of positive academic motivational beliefs. 

 This study also explored the unique contributions of the academic motivational 

beliefs subscales and found that self-efficacy and skepticism uniquely mediate the 

relationship between school engagement and career progress.  Students’ perceived 

competence and confidence in their ability to do well in school (i.e. self-efficacy) along 

with their beliefs about the importance of doing well to success in the future (i.e. 

skepticism) mediate the relationship between school engagement and career progress.  

Thus, students who are advanced in their career progress also see school as relevant, are 

confident in themselves, and engaged in school.  These beliefs about self, school, and 

career likely impact children’s choices and performance in academic tasks.  In fact, 

longitudinal analyses have shown that achievement expectancies among sixth grade 

students predict career choices (Eccles et al., 1994; Eccles et al., 2004). 

 The direction of the mediating relationship should be interpreted with caution due 

to the supplementary exploratory findings which reveal that academic motivational 

beliefs (self-efficacy, intrinsic value and skepticism) also mediate the relationship 

between career progress and school engagement.  Although the hypothesized model is 

supported by career theory, the alternate model is also plausible.  For the alternate 

hypothesis, the unique contributions of the academic motivational beliefs subscales were 

also examined, with results revealing that intrinsic value individually mediates the 

relationship between career progress and school engagement.  Thus, when career 

progress is the independent variable, school engagement is the dependent variable and 
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students’ intrinsic interest and perceived importance of coursework (i.e. intrinsic value) 

appears to be more significant than their attitudes about their ability to successfully 

perform academic tasks (i.e. self-efficacy) and the relevance of school to future success 

(i.e. skepticism).  These unexpected findings are surprising and it is unclear why there is 

a change in the mediation relationship between career progress and school engagement.  

It is also important to consider that these analyses are limited due to shared method 

variance.  In other words, all these correlations were based on self-report and there is 

therefore the potential for reciprocal influences.  

Implications for Practice & Policy 

This study provides an empirical foundation that informs the theoretical 

understanding of how career progress contributes to school engagement for urban middle 

school students.  As indicated earlier, this population is often overlooked in research and 

policy.  The evidence that career progress is significantly related to school engagement, 

above and beyond middle school students’ prior academic achievement, suggests that 

promoting career progress skills within the middle school domain may be important in 

sustaining school engagement.  This finding suggests that educational and vocational 

research and practice which almost exclusively focuses on enriching the learning and 

work experiences of high school students may be misguided (cf. Fouad, 1997; Solberg, 

Howard, Blustein, & Close, 2002) and that attention should be directed towards career 

development intervention before or during the middle school years. 

The relationship between career progress and school engagement among middle 

school students has important future implications.  Because school performance at the 
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middle school level provides the foundation for subsequent success in high school, 

thereby influencing future career attainment, school prevention and policy should invest 

in this developmental stage.  For example, during early adolescence, students begin 

selecting courses that impact their high school curriculum track and subsequent options 

for a college education and/or career selection (Eccles, Adler, & Meece, 1984).  

Moreover, as evidenced by longitudinal research, the academic choices middle school 

students make can influence their future educational and career development 

(Rosenbaum, 1998; Trusty, 2004).   

 A recent bill in the U.S. House of Representatives and Senate entitled Success in 

the Middle (H.R. 3006/S. 1362) targets middle schools which feed into high schools 

(which are often referred to as dropout factories) “where nearly 60% (or fewer) of 

freshmen will become seniors” (Alliance for Excellence in Education, 2009).  The bill, 

which was first introduced in fall 2008 and re-introduced in June 2009, would assist 

states in improving low-performing middle schools through early-warning data tracking 

systems of at-risk students.  The bill would also authorize interventions and application of 

research to improve student learning at the middle school level.  This legislation is 

indicative of the important role that policy makers play in helping to ensure that middle 

students attain the knowledge and skills (i.e. a roadmap) to become ready for high school, 

college, and a career before it is too late.   

Future career progress research among middle school students may inform these 

school efforts.  All school districts, including the one in the current study, exist within the 

current economic and political landscape.  Many school districts, particularly urban poor 
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districts, are feeling the effects of the current economic downturn, with many 

superintendents reporting that they have increased class size, delayed purchases of 

technology and a decline in numbers of staff (American Association of School 

Administrators, (AASA), 2008).  Additionally, a recent study done by the management 

consulting firm McKinsey & Company (2008) entitled, The Economic Impact of the 

Achievement Gap in America’s Schools, suggests that the poor academic performance (as 

evidenced by achievement test scores) of school children in the United States, especially 

poor and minority students, negatively impacts the country beyond that of the current 

recession (Hernandez, 2009b).  In fact, the New York schools chancellor Joel I. Klein 

acknowledged before New York legislators that efforts to close the achievement gap, 

particularly in urban public middle schools was “not where it needed to be” (Hernandez, 

2009b, p. A22).  The McKinsey report also suggests that if the achievement gap persists, 

the “yearly gross domestic product of the United States would be trillions of dollars or 

higher, or $3 billion to $5 billion a more per day” (Hernandez, 2009b, p. A22).  This 

report is suggesting that the achievement gap is negatively contributing to the gross 

domestic product.  This economic projection is comparable to America’s Promise 

Alliance report “that dropouts from the class of 2007 will cost the nation more than $320 

billion in lost wages, taxes, and productivity over their lifetime” (Hu, 2008, p. NJ2).   It is 

within this landscape, that school districts must justify the implementation of prevention 

and intervention programs designed to help urban middle school students understand the 

importance of their academic work in relation to their future work lives.     
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By documenting the relationship between career progress and school engagement, 

this study suggests that promoting career progress of urban middle school students may 

be relevant to their school engagement.  Such efforts can potentially help reduce the 

achievement gap as well as the economic cost of underachievement and dropout.  For 

example, several meta-analyses indicate that career development interventions in schools 

may effectively assist students’ academic achievement and vocational planning (cf. Baker 

& Taylor, 1998; Evans & Burck, 1992; Whiston & Sexton, 1998).  Enhancing the “work-

readiness skills” (cf. Kenny et al., 2006) of urban middle school students cannot be the 

sole responsibility of teachers or urban school districts.  Instead, educators, psychologists, 

and policy makers need to join efforts to determine how schools can be linked to 

community resources in comprehensive and coordinated structures which support the 

career progress of urban middle school students (Walsh et al., 2002).  Lapan & Kosciulek 

(2001) offer suggestions on how schools and community partnerships can improve the 

career development outcomes of students (in grades K-16) while simultaneously meeting 

the needs of local neighborhood agencies.  For example, if students take a tour of a local 

bank they may begin to consider working in that field and/or begin to realize what 

potential job possibilities exist for them.  These community resources are not too 

expensive or time-consuming and can benefit schools, especially in times of an economic 

downturn.  Without support at both the local and national levels in the form of standards 

which implement and reinforce career development programs, it is likely that students in 

urban middle school districts will remain in the “forgotten middle.”   
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The American School Counseling Association (ASCA; 2004), for example, has 

developed national standards for career development, which are designed to inform 

students from elementary school through the post high school years about the relevance 

of school-based learning to their future careers.  These standards are intended to support 

students in planning their course of study to build skills and gain experiences relevant to 

different vocations or jobs of interest.  Several states have also instituted benchmarks that 

require schools to address career development.  For example, in 2005, the state of 

Massachusetts’s career development education (CDE) department published, a guide for 

promoting student success through career-development education, training, and 

counseling.11  This guide organizes the career development benchmarks under three 

domains (academic/technical, personal/social, workplace readiness) and across four 

developmental levels (elementary, middle school, high school, postsecondary).   Under 

the workplace readiness domain for middle school students, the benchmarks are related to 

several career progress skills highlighted in this study, including curiosity/exploration, 

planning, and time perspective. 

The current study and the career development standards underscore the 

importance of promoting career progress among urban middle school students.  The 

current study’s finding that career progress significantly contributes to the variance in 

school engagement, individually, and above and beyond the variance of prior academic 

achievement suggests that career progress could be a useful medium for educators to help 

                                                 
11 The Massachusetts (CDE) benchmarks merge the American School Counselors Association 
National Standards, the National Career Development Guidelines, the Massachusetts Certificate 
of Occupational Proficiency Employability Skills Benchmarks, and the Massachusetts Work-
Based Learning Plan Competencies. 
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students remain interested in school.   Thus, the constructs assessed by the Childhood 

Career Development scale utilized in this study coupled with career development 

benchmarks are potentially malleable targets for prevention, intervention, and policy 

efforts to help middle school students succeed. 

Strengths and Limitations 

The current study had a number of strengths.  Overall, the study adds to the 

modest literature on factors related to the career progress of middle school students.  This 

study addressed some existing gaps by focusing on an urban middle school population 

and investigating the relationship among career progress, academic motivational beliefs, 

and school engagement.  A comprehensive theory of human development (i.e. 

developmental contextualism) was utilized to conceptualize the complex interrelation of 

each of the study’s main constructs.  The components of this model are significant targets 

for future educational and vocational interventions because each component contributes 

directly or indirectly to school engagement. 

Another strength of this study is that the selected measures demonstrated adequate 

reliability and validity for urban students in coeducational public schools.  The career 

progress, skepticism subscale, and school engagement measures were normed on urban 

students from low socioeconomic status and diverse racial/ethnic backgrounds, similar to 

students in the current study.  The intrinsic value and self-efficacy subscales were not 

normed on urban population, however.  Nevertheless, these subscales were found to be 

important components of 7th grade students’ classroom performance (Pintrich & 

DeGroot, 1990) and therefore worth validation with an urban middle school population.  
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For the current sample, all reliability coefficients were adequate.   

 It is also important to consider the following limitations that arise from the current 

study’s design.  First, as with all cross-sectional studies, inferences of causality and 

directions of effect cannot be made.  Longitudinal research which allows for the 

exploration of different pathways for urban students across the middle school years 

would potentially offer a more unique understanding of the relationships among the study 

variables over time. 

This study used student self-report measures, which is a common methodology in 

educational and psychological research.  Self-report measures help reveal students 

perceptions in a practical and efficient manner.  However, self-report measures are also 

limited by the predetermined response categories and may not reflect the full range of 

urban middle school students’ feelings and experiences.  It is important to note that the 

correlations in this study were found exclusively by self-report and thus there could be 

method bias.   

It also possible that participants in this study consciously or unconsciously 

responded in ways that reflected a response bias rather than the study constructs being 

measured (Heppner et al., 1999).  For example, middle school students may have 

downplayed their negative attitudes and behaviors while inflating their assessment of 

career progress, academic motivational beliefs, and school engagement because they 

guessed the study’s hypotheses, wanted to respond in a manner that looked good, and/or 

appear more socially desirable.  This sample may also represent a unique subset of urban 

middle school students based on who chose to participate in this study.  In other words, 
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those students who chose to participate and bring back their parent/guardian consent form 

may show more awareness of school and career issues than students who chose not to 

participate or they may be more positive in general about school. 

The current study has a diverse sample with students who have varied 

experiences.  However, because of the sample’s limited size, it is not possible to identify 

distinct experiences or patterns among sample subgroups or determine whether the 

patterns found were relevant for all subgroups.  Demographic differences may shape 

middle school students’ career progress, academic motivational beliefs, and school 

engagement.  Future research is therefore needed to determine the relationship of age, 

class, grade, race and a schools’ racial composition with career progress, school, 

engagement, and academic motivational beliefs among urban middle school students.  

Future Research 

 This study extended current literature on urban middle school students by 

investigating a variety of academic factors, career progress, school engagement, and 

academic motivational beliefs.  Additional areas of research were initially identified in 

the results and limitations section, however, this section summarizes potential future 

research.  First, the current study is cross-sectional and thus longitudinal research is 

needed to better understand how career progress, school engagement, academic 

motivational beliefs, and other academic factors (MCAS scores and attendance) change 

over time.  As the Massachusetts career development education benchmarks (2005) attest 

to, career progress will likely take on different forms for students at different ages across 

different school levels.  Longitudinal research could more clearly examine how the study 
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constructs and subscales relate to one another especially during crucial developmental 

periods such as the transition from elementary to middle school and from middle school 

to high school and whether these are protective during that transition.  Research with 

other samples would ascertain the extent to which the current study’s results are unique to 

this urban middle school sample or similar to other school populations across different 

contexts (i.e. rural or suburban).  Longitudinal research could help inform academic and 

career development prevention and intervention efforts to best meet students’ needs.  

Longitudinal research could also help carefully target those urban minority students with 

low levels of school attendance and standardized test scores who are potentially at risk 

for long-term negative outcomes, such as school failure, school dropout, limited 

occupational advancement opportunities and unemployment (Finn, 1989; Blustein, 2006; 

Blustein et al., 2000; Rouse, 2005; Wilson, 1996).   

 Two potential statistical techniques to enhance the understanding of the current 

study’s variables (as well as statistical power) in longitudinal research are structural 

equation modeling (SEM) or path analysis (Tabachnick & Fidell, 1989).  SEM or path 

analysis allows researchers to examine relationships among variables simultaneously.  

Using SEM and path analysis and collecting data at multiple time points would help 

clarify the direction of the relationships among the variables.  SEM can also examine the 

covariance among various subtypes of career progress, school engagement, and academic 

motivational beliefs.  Exploring the relationships among the study’s subscales in greater 

depth might help identify which features are most salient for students at certain ages or 

grade levels.   
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Future research may seek to confirm students’ self-reports on career progress, 

school engagement, and academic motivational beliefs through teacher or parent reports 

and/or independent behavioral observations.  Teacher or parent reports may be rich 

sources of data from informants who know the children well as a result of previous 

interactions.  Teacher and parent reports are obviously subjected to bias and thus 

independent behavioral observations may be more useful despite the latter being more 

costly in terms of times and resources.  Additionally, qualitative research methods may 

help elucidate what aspects of career progress, school engagement, and academic 

motivational beliefs are most meaningful to middle school students.  Future qualitative 

and quantitative research with urban middle school students could also explore the 

relationship among academic and career progress factors in relation to contextual factors, 

such as gender, grade, age, culture and race using an intervention design study. 

It may also be beneficial to consider the relationship of socioeconomic status with 

career progress.  Future studies could include a measure of socioeconomic status such as 

eligibility for the Federal Free-or-Reduced lunch program.12  Socioeconomic status (SES) 

has been shown to be related to children’s vocational awareness and development 

(Hartung et al., 2005).  Moreover, children living in poverty may have lower 

occupational knowledge and aspirations when compared to children from higher socio-

economic backgrounds; the latter of whom are more informed about a variety of 

occupations (cf. Jordan, 1976; Weinger, 1998).  By exploring career progress, school 

                                                 
12 The current study obtained students’ eligibility for free and reduced lunch (94% of 
students receiving free or reduced lunch).  Due to the lack of variability among 
participants, however, this variable was not included in the study’s analyses.   
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engagement, and academic motivational beliefs across socioeconomic groups, researchers 

may begin to discover which dimensions are most relevant to urban middle school 

students.  Researchers can then determine how to best tailor prevention and intervention 

efforts to enhance such dimensions. 

Future studies should also examine the role that students’ parent/guardian 

occupational level has on career progress because longitudinal research of second to sixth 

grade students revealed that children choose occupational levels which matched their 

parents’ expectations (Helwig, 1998).  Additional research suggests that parental figures 

have a stronger influence on a child’s vocational development than their schools and peer 

networks (Schulenberg, Vondracek, & Crouter, 1984).  The current study had students’ 

self-report on their parent/guardian occupational level; however, this information was 

coded qualitatively rather than used in regression analyses due to lack of variability 

among parent/guardian occupation levels.  (The majority of parent/guardians had Service, 

Clerical and Sales, and Professional, Technical, & Managerial Occupations).  

Additionally, many students could not clearly identify the occupation or role of their 

parent within their respective career field.  Research suggests that parents actively 

influence their children’s career development (Young & Friesen, 1992).  Thus, future 

studies on career progress may find it beneficial to directly ask parents/guardians about 

their occupation, or prepare students before asking such questions (i.e. tomorrow you will 

be asked what your parent/guardian does for work so please remember to ask them what 

their job is and which one of these categories it would fall under), and/or obtain such 

information from school records when possible.  
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Some results of this study warrant further investigation. For example, there is a 

small, but statistically significant, negative relationship between MCAS Math score and 

career progress.  Moreover, the findings indicate that students who attended school more 

during the previous academic year and scored high on their MCAS Math exam, reported 

lower levels of career progress than students who were chronically absent during the 

previous academic year and scored lower on their MCAS Math exam.  Future studies 

could investigate these relationships quantitatively and qualitatively to determine if these 

findings are replicated. 

Balfanz et al.’s (2007) longitudinal analysis of almost 13,000 Philadelphia urban 

middle school students from 1996 to 2004 found that poor attendance (i.e. attending 

school 80% or less of the time during sixth grade), failing math in sixth grade, failing 

English in sixth grade, and receiving an out-of-school suspension in sixth grade identified 

60% of the students who did not graduate from high school.  Thus, it appears that 

behavioral and attendance interventions may help prevent school dropouts.  Future 

research should therefore include academic, attendance, and behavioral factors in 

connection with the development of career progress skills to help customize and evaluate 

prevention programs that target the nation’s most vulnerable urban middle school 

students. 

Career education interventions have also been shown to have positive impacts on 

academic achievement because they can enable students to better understand the 

connection between school and their vocational future (Baker & Taylor, 1998; Evans & 

Burck, 1992).   Thus, future research should focus on creating and evaluating middle 
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school career interventions that help students’ link career planning to personal and 

educational development (cf. Lapan et al., 2001).  Without attention to adaptive work 

ready skills, such as those highlighted in the childhood career development measure and 

career development standards, urban middle school students may find themselves without 

an understanding of how education is necessary for future development (Schneider & 

Stevenson, 1999).  Studying the efficacy of career interventions in the middle school 

years should be increased in order to maximize students’ educational and vocational 

success. 

Conclusion 

 Career progress is a construct that has not been widely studied among urban 

middle school students.  In the current study, career progress was based on Super’s 

(1990) theoretical model of childhood career development.  This model consists of eight 

dimensions (i.e. curiosity/ exploration, information, key figures, interests, locus of 

control, time perspective, self-concept, and planfulness, with successful development 

across these dimensions purported to lead to effective decision making and problem-

solving.  Career progress is positively associated with academic self-efficacy, self-

esteem, and an internal locus of control (Schultheiss, et al., 2006; Stead & Schultheiss, 

2005).  In the current study, career progress was found to be related to academic 

motivational beliefs and school engagement.   As a result of these positive domains, 

career progress may be a malleable and beneficial target for intervention. 

Identifying the factors that promote or maintain high levels of career progress 

among urban middle school students is an important research area.  School difficulties, 



Brogan 136 
 

such as school disengagement and dropout, are more prevalent in urban schools (Balfanz 

et al., 2007; National Education Association, 2001).  In fact, many urban middle schools 

feed into high schools “where nearly 60% (or fewer) of freshmen will have become 

seniors three years after completing the ninth grade” (Alliance for Excellence in 

Education, 2009).  Despite the fact that many of the indicators of dropping out of high 

school are present by early adolescence (Alexander et al., 1997; Balfanz, et al., 2007), 

there is only modest literature on factors related to the career progress of urban middle 

school students. 

This study sought to identify contextual and individual factors that explain the 

career progress of urban middle school students using a developmental contextual 

framework.  The variables that were included in this study included MCAS test scores, 

previous attendance rates, school grade, and gender.  It was hypothesized that students 

who progressed further in career development would demonstrate higher academic 

motivational beliefs and school engagement.  This study also hypothesized that career 

progress would explain school engagement beyond the effect of prior school 

achievement.  Further, it was hypothesized that academic motivational beliefs (self-

efficacy, motivational beliefs, and skepticism) would mediate the relationship between 

career progress and school engagement. 

The results indicate that when considered together prior academic achievement 

(MCAS Math and ELA scores), attendance, gender, and grade significantly predict career 

progress (albeit small).  Individually, ELA MCAS scores and attendance did not 

significantly predict career progress.  Moreover, there was a modest negative relationship 



Brogan 137 
 

between MCAS Math scores and career progress.  Additionally, urban middle school 

students, who reported more strongly developed Curiosity/Exploration, Information, 

Locus of Control, Planning, Interest, Key Figures, and Time, as measured by the CCDS, 

also reported higher levels of school engagement and academic motivational beliefs.  

Career progress also explains school engagement beyond the effect of prior school 

achievement.  Moreover, academic motivational beliefs (self-efficacy, motivational 

beliefs, and skepticism) when considered together mediate the relationship between 

career progress and school engagement, whereas individually self-efficacy and 

skepticism mediate the relationship between career progress and school engagement. 

The current study adds to the modest literature on career progress among urban 

middle school students.  Moreover, the study’s findings have significant implications for 

urban middle school students who for too long have been stuck in the forgotten middle 

and ignored by researchers and policy makers.  The statistics are alarming, for example, 

“fewer than 20% of the eighth graders in the U.S. are on target to do college-level work 

by the time they graduate from high school” (ACT, 2008. p.1) and those who drop-out of 

high school are likely to lack sufficient financial means to support a family, be 

unemployed for long periods of time, and have few opportunities for occupational 

advancement (Blustein, 2006; Blustein et al., 2000; Rouse, 2005; Wilson, 1996).  The 

economic impact of underachievement is widespread and some suggest that it negatively 

impacts the country beyond that of the current recession (Hernandez, 2009b).   

The career progress construct uniquely connects a range of educational and 

vocational outcomes.  Promoting career progress among middle school students is a 
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mechanism to help increase students’ academic motivational beliefs and school 

engagement.  Such positive changes can and should remain a social justice initiative for 

educators, policy makers, and psychologists who seek to prevent school dropout, promote 

school involvement, and future possibilities for urban youth.  The current study therefore 

has the potential to help ensure that middle school students do not continue to remain 

stuck in the forgotten middle school years. 
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Appendix A: 
Principal Permission Form to Conduct Research 

 
To:  
From: Deirdre T. Brogan, Ed.M., M.A., Boston College 
Date: 2009 
Re: PERMISSION TO CONDUCT RESEARCH STUDY 
 
I am requesting approval from you to conduct a study to examine the social and learning 
behaviors of middle school students in sixth, seventh, and eighth grades at your school.  
The study will involve the administration of student self-report measures regarding 
students’ career progress, school engagement, and motivation.  Related research suggests 
that career progress is related to school engagement and motivation over time which has 
significant implications for students’ future school and vocational development.  In 
addition, I would like to include students’ English Language Arts (ELA): Reading 
Comprehension and Mathematics MCAS scores (from the previous year’s 
administration) and school attendance (from last year).  I am interested in assessing how 
career progress, school engagement, and motivation are related to academic achievement 
and school attendance. 
  
The data will be used for my dissertation.  All research activities will be organized and 
scheduled with you in order to minimally intrude upon the administrative and 
instructional process.  Student measures will be administered by myself. 
 
In order to participate in the research component, parental permission and student assent 
will be obtained.  Parental permission will be accomplished by sending letters home.  
Students will assent to the study prior to filling out the survey items.  Participation is 
voluntary and confidentiality will be maintained.  All written information will be kept in 
locked file cabinets at Boston College.  Information about individual students will not be 
shared.  Students participating will be tracked by an assigned ID number so that student 
data will not be identifiable by name.   
 
Following administration, I will record student IDs on each measure and black out their 
names before leaving the schools.  There will be no names on the questionnaire and 
students will only be identifiable by an ID number in order for their responses to remain 
confidential.  Only student IDs will be entered into the electronic database on SPSS 
software.  Hard copies of the completed measures will be stored in a locked cabinet and 
will be destroyed within one year of data analysis completion. 
 
Papers or presentations of the collected data will not identify individuals but rather will 
speak about the general population of the students represented in the study.  The school’s 
name will not be used in any material published during or after the project’s completion. 
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Attached to this request are the parent consent and student assent forms for your records.  
The project will adhere to all ethical standards established for research with human 
subjects.  Permission will be been granted by the School District’s Office (if required) 
and a proposal will be submitted to the Boston College Institutional Review Board.  Any 
data will not begin to be collected until, or unless, permission is granted from you. 
 
If you have any questions about this study, please contact me (617-448-0417; 
brogande@bc.edu) or the supervising professor of this study, Dr. Maureen Kenny (617-
552-4030; kennym@bc.edu). 
If you have any questions about the rights of your students as participants of this research 
study, please contact the Boston College Office for Human Research Participation 
Protection (617-552-4778; irb@bc.edu). 
 
Thank you very much for your consideration of this request.  If you agree to allow your 
sixth, seventh, and eighth grade students to participate in this study, please sign below. 
 
I have read the above project description and agree to have students in this school 
participate in this study providing that their parents give them written consent. 
 
_______________________________________________Date_____________________ 
Principal Signature and School Name  
(Signed Principal form was removed to protect student confidentiality) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:brogande@bc.edu
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Appendix B: 

 
    Parent/Guardian Consent Form  
 
Boston College Department of Counseling, Developmental, & Educational 
Psychology 
 
RE: Parental Permission for Participation in the research study: Stuck in the 
Middle: Career Progress, Motivation, and Engagement among Urban Middle 
School Students 
 
Investigator: Deirdre T. Brogan, Ed.M., M.A. 
 
Date: May 2009 
 
Dear: Parent(s)/Guardian(s), 
 
Introduction: This letter is to inform you of a research study being conducted at your 
school focusing on students’ thoughts about school and jobs.  I am a doctoral student in 
the Lynch School of Education at Boston College, and this research will be used for my 
dissertation.  My research is guided by Professor Maureen Kenny also of Boston College.  
This study has been approved by the principal at this school.  Your child is being invited 
to participate in this research study because s/he is enrolled in six, seventh, or eighth 
grade. Your child’s participation and your permission is completely voluntary.  Your 
decision to allow or not allow your child to participate will not affect his/her grades, 
academic standing, or any services s/he might receive at school. 
 
Purpose: By doing this study, I hope to learn which factors contribute to students’ social 
and learning behaviors at school. 
 
Procedures: This research will be conducted during the regular school day at a time 
arranged with the school principal and will take approximately 30-35 minutes.  If you 
give permission and your child agrees, your child will be asked to answer questions about 
their feelings towards school and jobs.  In addition, the school will provide me with 
participating students’ MCAS scores from the most recent administration and attendance 
records from the past year. 
 
Risk and Benefits: Students typically enjoy answering questions about their beliefs, 
feelings, and perspectives.  On occasion, a few students may find some of the questions 
upsetting.  If this occurs, the student will be excused from the survey and will be 
encouraged to check in with the school counselor.  I hope that this will inform future 
prevention or intervention efforts aimed at supporting the social and vocational 
development of middle school students.  The numerous positive outcomes associated 
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with learning social and vocational behaviors at the middle school level have been well 
documented. 
 
Costs: There is no cost for your child to participate in this study. 
 
Compensation: As an incentive for students to return their signed consent forms, 
indicating they are permitted to participate or not, students who return signed consent 
forms before the data collection begins will be given a small token incentive (such as a 
sports key chain, or a stamp, or a stress ball valued at $.50).  Additionally, each student 
who fills out the survey will be entered into a raffle for a $25 gift card to BestBuy.   
 
Withdrawal from the study: You may choose to withdraw your permission at any time 
up to one month after your child completes the surveys.  If you do so, your child’s data 
will be destroyed.  Your decision to withdraw your participation will have no effect on 
your child’s grades, academic standing, or any services s/he might receive at school. 
 
Confidentiality: All results from the surveys will be identified with assigned ID numbers 
so that no names will be on any of the data.  This informed consent document and the 
code linking his/her name with the number used on the surveys will be kept in a locked 
cabinet in my office at Boston College.  I will only have access to this cabinet.  To ensure 
confidentiality, these documents will be shredded within one year after the results of this 
study are published.  The information from your child’s surveys will be combined with 
information from other student’s surveys.  Therefore, when I write up this study for my 
dissertation or publication, I only refer to combined information and never the responses 
of individual children. 
 
Questions: If you have any questions about this study or letter, please contact me (617-
448-0417; brogande@bc.edu) or the supervisor of this study, Professor Maureen Kenny 
(617-552-4030; kennym@bc.edu).  If you have any questions about your child’s rights as 
a participant in a research study, please contact the Boston College Office for Human 
Research Participation Protection (617-552-4778, irb@bc.edu). 
 
Please sign and return only the last page of this letter indicating whether or not you 
would like your child to participate.  You may keep the first two pages of this form.  
All students who return a signed permission slip (regardless of whether or not they 
are permitted to participate) will be allowed to choose a small incentive. 
 
Thank you very much for your time and interest in this study. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Deirdre T. Brogan, Ed.M., M.A. 
Lynch School of Education 
Boston College 
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Please read the following and indicate whether or not you would like your child to 
participate: 
 
YES, I give my child permission to participate in this research study: 
 

 I have read and understand this Informed Consent Document.  I understand 
the purpose of this research project and what my child will be asked to do.  I 
have been given the opportunity to ask questions and they have been answered 
satisfactorily.   

 I understand that I may withdraw my permission for my child’s participation 
in this research study up to one month after s/he takes the surveys, and that my 
child can refuse to answer any survey question(s). 

 I understand that the researchers will work to keep the information they 
receive confidential.  My child’s name will not be on the data collected.  
Instead a code number will be used on the surveys. 

 I hereby give my informed and free consent for my child to participate in this 
study. 

 
Signature: 

 
_________________________________ ______________________________ 
Consent Signature of Parent/Caregiver Printed Name of Parent/Caregiver 

 
 

__________________________________ ______________________________ 
Printed Name of Child Participant  Date 

 
 
 
 

NO, I do NOT give my child permission to participate in this research study: 
 

Signature: 
 

__________________________________  ______________________________ 
Signature of Parent/Caregiver   Printed Name of Parent/Caregiver 

 
 

__________________________________  ______________________________ 
Printed Name of Child Participant   Date 

 
 

Thank you for returning this form promptly to your child’s teacher! 
You may keep the information on the first two pages for your own personal record. 
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Formulario de consentimiento para padres de familia y/o representantes legales 
 
Departamento de orientación, psicología de desarrollo y educación de Boston 
College 
 
RE: Consentimiento de padres de familia para participar en el estudio investigativo: 
“Atrapado en el medio: una carrera, una motivación, y un compromiso en la 
juventud urbana”.  
Investigadora: Máster en pedagogía Deirdre T. Brogan 
Fecha: abril, 2009 
 
Estimados padres de familia o representantes legales, 
 
Introducción:  
Esta carta es para informarle sobre un estudio de investigación que se conducirá en la 
escuela de su hijo. El estudio se enfocará en lo que los estudiantes piensan sobre la 
escuela y el trabajo Soy una estudiante de doctorado en la escuela Lynch en Boston 
College, y esta investigación será usada por mi disertación de tesis. La investigación está 
bajo la direción de Maureen Kenny, profesora de Boston College. Este estudio ha sido 
aprobado por el director de la escuela. Su hijo ha sido invitado a participar porque está 
matriculado en sexto, séptimo u octavo grado. La participación de su hijo y su 
consentimiento son totalmente opcionales. De participar o no las notas de su hijo no se 
verán afectadas, ni su posición académica, ni los servicios que recibe. 
 
Descripción del estudio:   Al hacer este estudio, espero aprender qué factores 
contribuyen a las conductas sociales de aprendizaje en la escuela. 
 
Los procedimientos: Esta investigación será realizada durante las horas regulares de la 
escuela durante un tiempo acordado con el director de la escuela y tomará 
aproximadamente 30-35 minutos.  Si otorga el permiso, y su hijo está de acuerdo, su hijo 
contestará preguntas relacionadas con sus sentimientos frente a la escuela y el trabajo. 
Adicionalmente, la escuela me dará los últimos resultados del examen MCAS de su hijo.  
 
Riesgos y beneficios: Por lo general a los estudiantes les gusta contestar preguntas 
relacionadas con sus creencias, sentimientos y perspectivas. A veces, algunas de las 
preguntas pueden molestar a los estudiantes. Si esto ocurre, el estudiante no necesita 
continuar contestando y se le sugerirá hablar con el psicólogo de la escuela. Espero que 
mi investigación ayude con futuros esfuerzos de prevención o intervención que apoyan el 
desarrollo social y vocacional de los estudiantes en la escuela intermedia.  Hay muchos 
resultados positivos asociados con el aprendizaje de comportamientos sociales y 
vocacionales de los estudiantes de escuela intermedia que se están bien documentados. 
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El costo: No cuesta nada participar en este estudio de investigación. 
 
Remuneración: Como incentivo para que los estudiantes devuelvan sus formularios de 
consentimiento firmados, indicando si puedan participar o no, antes de la fecha que 
comience la investigación, recibirán un pequeño incentivo (como un llavero de deportes, 
una estampilla, o una bola anti-tensión avaluada en $0.50). Además, cada estudiante que 
complete la encuesta, participará en una rifa para una orden de compra de $25 en Best 
Buy. 
 
Negación para participar en el estudio: Puede quitar su permiso hasta un mes después 
de que su hijo haya llenado la encuesta.  Si usted lo hace, los datos de su hijo serán 
destruidos. Su decisión de no dar permiso no influirá en las notas, la posición académica, 
o los servicios que su hijo recibe. 
 
Confidencialidad: Todos los resultados de la investigación se identificarán con un 
número, así no constará el nombre de su hijo en los resultados. Yo mantendré los datos y 
los formularios de consentimiento con el número de identificación de cada estudiante 
cerrado bajo llave en mi oficina en Boston College. Soy la única persona que tiene acceso 
a esta información. Para asegurar confidencialidad destruiré todos los documentos 
después de un año de la publicación de los resultados. La información de su hijo será 
combinada con la información de muchos otros estudiantes, así que cuando escriba la mi 
tesis y la publique solamente me referiré a información combinada general y nunca a un 
estudiante individual.  
 
Preguntas: Si usted tiene preguntas sobre mi estudio de investigación o esta carta por 
favor ponerse en contacto conmigo (617-448-0417; brogande@bc.edu) o con la 
supervisora de la investigación, la profesora Maureen Kenny (617-552-4030; 
kennym@bc.edu).  Si usted tiene preguntas sobre los derechos de su hijo al participar en 
un estudio de investigación por favor ponerse en contacto con la Oficina para la 
Protección de la Participación Humana en la Investigación de Boston College (617-552-
4778, irb@bc.edu). 
 
Por favor firme y devuelva solamente la última página de esta carta que indica si 
usted permite, o no, participar a su hijo en el estudio. Usted puede quedarse con las 
primeras dos páginas de esta carta. A todos los estudiantes que devuelvan un 
consentimiento firmado (participante o no) se les dará un pequeño regalo. 
 
Muchas gracias por su tiempo y su interés en el estudio.  
 
Atentamente, 
 
Deirdre T. Brogan, Ed.M., M.A. 
Lynch School of Education 
Boston College 
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Por favor lea e indique si usted quiere que su hijo participe, o no: 
 
Sí , doy autorización para que mi hijo/hija participe en este estudio de investigación 
 

 Hemos leído y comprendemos el formulario de consentimiento. He leído y 
comprendí la intención del estudio y qué le pedirán que haga a mi hijo. Me 
han dado la oportunidad de hacer preguntas y las preguntas han sido 
contestadas satisfactoriamente.   

 Entiendo que puedo quitar mi permiso hasta un mes después de que termine el 
estudio, y que mi hijo puede rechazar cualquier pregunta. 

 Entiendo que los investigadores mantendrán la información confidencial, y 
que el nombre de mi hijo no constará en los datos puesto que se usa un 
número en lugar de nombres.  

 Doy mi permiso para que mi hijo participe en este estudio de investigación. 
 
Firma: 
     ______________________________ ______________________________ 
     Firma de consentimiento del padre (o madre)    Nombre del padre (o madre) 
     de familia/representante    de familia/representante 

 (letra imprenta)   
      

 
     ________________________________ ______________________________ 
      Nombre del niño participante    Fecha 
      (letra imprenta) 

 
 

 
No, No doy la autorización para que mi hijo (a) sea parte de este estudio de 

investigación 
 
 

Firma: 
     ______________________________ ______________________________ 
Firma de consentimiento del padre (o madre)  Nombre del padre (o madre) 
de familia/representante     de familia/representante 

 (letra imprenta)     
       
    ________________________________ ______________________________ 
      Nombre del niño participante    Fecha 
      (letra imprenta) 

 
Gracias por devolver este formulario de consentimiento al maestro de su hijo/a. 

Puede quedarse con las primeras dos páginas para su archivo. 
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家长／监护人同意书      

Department of Counseling, Developmental, & Educational Psychology, 

Boston College   

父母许可参加该项调查研究: 停留在中间： 城市中学生的职业发展、动机与参与  

调查员: Deirdre T. Brogan, 教育学硕士， 硕士  

日期： 2009年四月  

亲爱的家长和监护人：   

简介: 
这封信是为了通知您在你们学校开展的一项关注学生对学校和工作的想法的调查研究
。我是一名波士顿学院 （Boston College）教育学院（Lynch School of 
Education）的博士生。 本研究将被用于我的博士论文。 
这项研究的指导教授是波士顿学院的 Maureen Kenny 博士  

本研究是经由这所学校校长批准通过的。您的孩子被邀请参加这个调查研究是因为他
（她）就读于六、七或八年级。您的孩子的参与和您的许可是完全自愿的。您决定允
不允许您的孩子参加不会影响他（她）的学习成绩, 
学业表现,或任何他（她）在学校可能接受的服务。  

目的: 通过做这项研究,我希望了解哪些因素促成了学生在学校的社会和学习行为。  

程序： 这项研究大约需要30-35  
分钟,会在学校校长的安排下在正常的教学日中进行。如果您允许您的孩子参加，同时
您的孩子也同意参加，他们将被要求回答关于自己对学校和就业的感觉的一些问题。
此外，学校将会给我提供参加这项调查的学生 近一次MCAS考试的分数和过去的一
年的出勤记录。  
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风险和利益: 学生通常喜欢回答关于他们的信仰,感觉和 
观点的问题。有时少数学生可能会发现一些问题让人心烦意乱。如果这种情况发生,学
生将被终止回答问卷, 同时鼓励他们去见学校辅导员。  

我希望这项研究为将来支持中学生的社会和职业发展方面的预防和干预措施的努力提
供信息。 众多研究关于中学生的社会和职业行为的正面的研究成果经被证实。   

费用: 您的孩子参加这项研究不用付任何费用。  

补偿：为鼓励学生返回已签署的准许参加与否的同意书，在数据采集开始之前交回同
意书的学生将得到一个小奖品（如体育钥匙链，印章，或者价值为$.50的应力球 
）。此外，每个参加问卷调查的学生将参加$25的Bestbuy礼品卡抽奖.  

退出研究: 
您可以在您的孩子完成问卷调查后一个月内的任何时间里撤销您的许可。如果您选择
这样做，您的孩子的数据将被销毁。您撤销参与的决定将不会影响您的孩子的学习成
绩， 学业表现，或任何他（她）在学校可能接受的服务.  

保密： 问卷调查的所有结果将会用ID代码来识别，学生姓名不会出现在任何数据中。 
这份知情同意书和在问卷中使用的匹配学生姓名和代码的文件都将保存在波士顿学院
我的办公室的保密文件箱内。只有我能才能取用。为了确保保密性， 
这些文件将在研究结果公布的一年内被切碎。您孩子的问卷信息将与其他学生的结合
起来。因此，当我写这项研究论文或出版时，我会是指联合信息而不是指某个学生的
个别信息。  

问题: 如果你对这项研究或这封信有任何问题,请与我联系 (617–448 
0417;brogande@bc.edu) 或与主管这项研究的Maureen Kenny 教授 (617 - 552 – 
4030; 
kennym@bc.edu)联系。如果您对孩子参与这项调查研究的权利有任何疑问,请联络 
Boston College Office for Human Research Participation Protection (617 - 552 - 
4778,irb@bc.edu)。  
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请签署并且返回此同意书的 后一页，并说明您是否希望你的孩子参加这项调查研究
（您可以保留前二页）。  所有返回已签署同意书的学生 
(不论他们是否被允许参加）都可以选择一个小奖品。   

非常感谢您付出的时间和你对这项研究的兴趣。  

此致，  

 Deirdre T. Brogan, 教育学硕士,硕士,教育学校, 波士顿学院  
  
  
 请阅读以下文字，并说明您是否希望你的孩子参加： 

我同意我的孩子参加这项研究：  

• 本人已阅读及理解本知情同意书。我理解这项研究的目的和我的孩子将
会被要求去做的事。我已获得提问的机会并得到满意的回答。 

• 我理解我可以在孩子参与该研究的一个月内撤消参加此项研究的许可， 
并且我的孩子可以拒绝回答问卷上的任何问题。 

• 我理解研究人员将努力使她得到的资料保密。孩子的姓名将不会出现在
收集的数据上。代码将被用在问卷上来代替学生姓名。 

• 我特此 同意我的孩子参与这项研究。 

签字：  ________________                       ____________________ 

               家长/监护人  签字                    家长/监护人   姓名 

                  ______________                           _________________ 

                     学生姓名                               日期  

我不同意我的孩子参加这项研究： 
  

签字：  
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          __________________                _______________________ 

家长/监护人  签字                        家长/监护人   姓名 

___________________                 ________________________ 

                                        学生姓名                              日期 

感谢您返还此表格到您孩子的老师! 

您可以保留这份资料的前两页作为您的个人纪录。 
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Appendix C: 
 

Introduction to Student Participants 
 

Date:  May 2009 
 
Re:  CHILD ASSENT – PARTICIPATION IN A RESEARCH STUDY 
 
I am a graduate student at Boston College.  I am completing a project to learn a bit more 
about how students feel and behave in school.  The information from this project will 
help teachers and staff members improve learning for middle school students.  Your 
parent(s)/caregiver(s) and your school have given you permission to help in this project.  
You can help with this project too if you like.   If for some reason you do not want to help 
with this project today, please let me know. 
 
If you would like to help me today, you will be asked to answer questions about 
yourself—about how you think, feel, and behave in school.  We will go through the 
questions together one at a time.  I will read the question out loud and I would like you to 
circle the best answer.   
 
All of your answers will be confidential.  Your teachers and parent(s)/caregiver(s) will 
not see any of your answers and your name will not be put on any papers written about 
this project. 
 
If you do not feel comfortable answering a question you can skip it.  If you change your 
mind about helping with this project, you can stop at any time—just let me know.  If you 
have any questions, raise your hand and I will try to answer them.  I encourage you to 
answer these questions as honestly and quickly as you can.  Please try not to share your 
answers with your classmates. 
 
If you want to help with this project, please write your name on the line at the bottom of 
this page. 
 
Student’s Name___________________________________________________________ 
 
Student’s Signature  _______________________________________________________ 
 
Witness in lieu of signature: In my judgment, the student understands the information in 
this consent form and agrees to be in the study. 
 
Witness Signature___________________________________ Date______________ 
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Appendix D: 
Student Identification Form 

        ID #___________________ 
 
This sheet allows us to keep your name apart from your answers (so no one will 
know what you say), and then to put your questionnaires together with your 
academic achievement scores and attendance record when you are finished. 
 
 
 
MCAS Scores 
 
English Language Arts (ELA): Reading Comprehension _____________________ 
 
Mathematics       _____________________ 
 
Attendance       _____________________ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Cut Here 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
    _________________________________ 
    Name (please print clearly) 
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Appendix E:  

Survey Instructions and Demographic Questions 
 

Instructions 
The following are a number of questions about you.  Please answer the questions as honestly as 
you can, but remember this is not a test.  There are no right or wrong answers.  If you do not feel 
comfortable answering a question you can skip it.  At any time during the survey if you do not 
want to finish, you do not have to.  If you have any questions, please raise your hand and I will 
come over to answer the question. 
Demographic Questions 
1.  When were you born? Day________ Month________ Year__________ 
 
2. What is your gender?  Male  Female 
 
3.  What school do you attend?  ____________________________________ 
 
4. What grade are you in?   6th   7th   8th  
 
5.  How long have you been a student at this school ______years ________months? 
 
6.   Which racial/ethnic group best describes you? (You may select more than one choice): 
 

 White (non-Hispanic)         Asian, Asian-American 
 Middle Eastern (e.g. Arabian, Turkish, Iranian)      Cape Verdian 
 Pacific Islander (e.g. Samoan, Guamanian)           American-Indian, Eskimo  
 Black, Caribbean (e.g. Haitian, Jamaican)      Black, African, African-   

American 
 Hispanic or Latino (e.g. Puerto Rican, Mexican, Central/South American)   
 Other (please write) ____________________ 

 
7.  Do you know what your parent/caregiver does for work?   Yes      No 
 
8. Parent/caregiver #1  
 
Relationship  _________________(mom, dad, aunt, uncle, grandmother, grandfather, etc.)   
 
Gender  Female  Male  (circle one) 
 
Job__________________________ 
 
9. Parent/caregiver #2  
 
Relationship  _________________(mom, dad, aunt, uncle, grandmother, grandfather, etc.)   
 
Gender  Female  Male  (circle one) 
 
Job_________________________ 
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Appendix F: 

Primary School Engagement Measure – Student Form  

Each sentence below describes how some people feel about school or what they do at 
school.  We will ask you to think carefully about each sentence and circle the answer 
that is most true for you.   There are no right or wrong answers.  First, let's try an 
example. 
 

a) I like mushrooms on my pizza. 
 

1 2 3 4 5 
Never Hardly ever Sometimes Most of the 

time 
All of the time 

 
1. I feel happy in school. 

 
1 2 3 4 5 
Never Hardly ever Sometimes Most of the 

time 
All of the time 

2. I like being at school. 

 
1 2 3 4 5 
Never Hardly ever Sometimes Most of the 

time 
All of the time 

3. I follow the rules at school. 
     

1 2 3 4 5 
Never Hardly ever Sometimes Most of the 

time 
All of the time 

4. My classroom is a fun place to be. 
     

1 2 3 4 5 
Never Hardly ever Sometimes Most of the 

time 
All of the time 
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5. I get in trouble at school.     
     

1 2 3 4 5 
Never Hardly ever Sometimes Most of the 

time 
All of the time 

6. I am interested in the work at school.  
     

1 2 3 4 5 
Never Hardly ever Sometimes Most of the 

time 
All of the time 

7. When I am in class, I just act as if I am working.  

 
1 2 3 4 5 
Never Hardly ever Sometimes Most of the 

time 
All of the time 

8. I feel excited by the work in school. 
     

1 2 3 4 5 
Never Hardly ever Sometimes Most of the 

time 
All of the time 

9. I check my schoolwork for mistakes. 
     

1 2 3 4 5 
Never Hardly ever Sometimes Most of the 

time 
All of the time 

10. When I read a book, I ask myself questions to make sure I understand what it is about. 
     

1 2 3 4 5 
Never Hardly ever Sometimes Most of the 

time 
All of the time 

11. I complete my homework on time. 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
Never Hardly ever Sometimes Most of the 

time 
All of the time 
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12. If I don't know what a word means when I am reading, I do something to figure it out,  
         like look it up in a dictionary or ask someone.  

     
1 2 3 4 5 
Never Hardly ever Sometimes Most of the 

time 
All of the time 

13. If I don't understand what I read, I go back and read it over again. 
     

1 2 3 4 5 
Never Hardly ever Sometimes Most of the 

time 
All of the time 

14. I pay attention in class.  

 
1 2 3 4 5 
Never Hardly ever Sometimes Most of the 

time 
All of the time 

     
Please think about how you do your schoolwork, and how you are doing in school this year. 

 
15. I talk with people outside of school about what I am learning in class.  

     
1 2 3 4 5 
Never Hardly ever Sometimes Most of the 

time 
All of the time 

16. I study at home even when we don't have a test. 
     

1 2 3 4 5 
Never Hardly ever Sometimes Most of the 

time 
All of the time 

17. I read extra books to learn more about things we do in school. 
     

1 2 3 4 5 
Never Hardly ever Sometimes Most of the 

time 
All of the time 
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18. I try to watch TV shows about things we do in school.  
     

1 2 3 4 5 
Never Hardly ever Sometimes Most of the 

time 
All of the time 
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Appendix G:  
Primary Academic Motivational Beliefs Measure – Student Form  

Each sentence below describes how some people feel about school.  We will ask you to think carefully 
about each sentence and circle the answer that is most true for you.  There are no right or wrong 

answers.  
 First, let’s try an example. 

 
Example.    I like playing soccer. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Never true Hardly ever 
true 

Sometimes 
true 

Mostly true Always true 

 
 

Self-Efficacy and Intrinsic Value 
 

1. I prefer class work that is challenging so I can learn new things. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Never true Hardly ever 
true 

Sometimes 
true 

Mostly true Always true 

 
2. Compared with other students in this school I expect to do well. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Never true Hardly ever 
true 

Sometimes 
true 

Mostly true Always true 

 
3. It is important for me to learn what is being taught in school. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Never true Hardly ever 
true 

Sometimes 
true 

Mostly true Always true 

 
4. I like what I am learning in school. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Never true Hardly ever 
true 

Sometimes 
true 

Mostly true Always true 
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5. I’m certain I can understand the ideas taught in school. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Never true Hardly ever 
true 

Sometimes 
true 

Mostly true Always true 

 
6. I think I will be able to use what I learn in one class in other classes. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Never true Hardly ever 
true 

Sometimes 
true 

Mostly true Always true 

7. I expect to do very well in school. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Never true Hardly ever 
true 

Sometimes 
true 

Mostly true Always true 

 
8. Compared with others in this class, I think I’m good student. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Never true Hardly ever 
true 

Sometimes 
true 

Mostly true Always true 

 
9. I often choose paper topics I will learn something from even if they require 

more work. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Never true Hardly ever 
true 

Sometimes 
true 

Mostly true Always true 

             
10. I am sure I can do an excellent job on the problems and tasks assigned in  
            school. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Never true Hardly ever 
true 

Sometimes 
true 

Mostly true Always true 
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11. I think I will receive a good grade in school. 
1 2 3 4 5 

Never true Hardly ever 
true 

Sometimes 
true 

Mostly true Always true 

   

 

12. Even when I do poorly on a test I try to learn from my mistakes. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Never true Hardly ever 
true 

Sometimes 
true 

Mostly true Always true 

 
13. I think that what I am learning in school is useful for me to know. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Never true Hardly ever 
true 

Sometimes 
true 

Mostly true Always true 

   

 

14. My study skills are excellent compared with others in this school. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

Never true Hardly ever 
true 

Sometimes 
true 

Mostly true Always true 

   

 
15. I think that what we are learning in school is interesting. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Never true Hardly ever 
true 

Sometimes 
true 

Mostly true Always true 

   

 

 
16. Compared with other students in this school I think I know a great deal 

about the subject. 
1 2 3 4 5 

Never true Hardly ever 
true 

Sometimes 
true 

Mostly true Always true 

   

  

17. I know that I will be able to learn the material in this school. 
    

 

1 2 3 4 5 

Never true Hardly ever 
true 

Sometimes 
true 

Mostly true Always true 
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18. Understanding the subjects taught in school is important to me. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Never true Hardly ever 
true 

Sometimes 
true 

Mostly true Always true 

 

Next, think about the work you do in school and your future.   
 

19. Even if I do well in school, it will not help me have the kind of life I want when I  
grow up. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Strongly 
Disagree 

Disagree Not Sure Agree Strongly 
Agree 

 

 
20. My chances of succeeding later in life don’t depend on doing well in school. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Strongly 
Disagree 

Disagree Not Sure Agree Strongly 
Agree 

   

 
21.  Doing well in school doesn’t improve my chances of having a good life when I   
        grow up. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Strongly 
Disagree 

Disagree Not Sure Agree Strongly 
Agree 

   

 

 
22. Getting good grades in school won’t guarantee that I will get a good job when I     
      grow up. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Strongly 
Disagree 

Disagree Not Sure Agree Strongly 
Agree 
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23. Even if I am successful in school, it won’t help me fulfill my dreams. 
1 2 3 4 5 

Strongly 
Disagree 

Disagree Not Sure Agree Strongly 
Agree 

   

24. Doing well in school won’t help me have a satisfying career when I grow up.    

 

 

 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

Strongly 
Disagree 

Disagree Not Sure Agree Strongly 
Agree 
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Appendix H:  

Primary Childhood Career Development – Student Form  

The sentences below will ask you about yourself, school, and jobs.  We will ask you 
to think carefully about each sentence and circle the answer that is most true for 
you.  There are no right or wrong answers.  First, let’s try an example. 
 
Example.    I like ice cream. 

 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

Strongly 
Disagree 

Disagree Not Sure Agree Strongly 
Agree 

   

 
N.B. This measure is not reproduced per author’s request.  Please see Scale Permissions 
below. 
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Deirdre Brogan <brogan.deirdre@gmail.com> 

 
Dissertation Study 
2 messages  

 
Deirdre Brogan <brogan.deirdre@gmail.com> Sat, Feb 27, 2010 at 5:31 PM 
To: anderman.1@osu.edu  

Dear Dr. Anderman, 
 
My name is Deirdre Brogan and I am a graduate student at Boston College in the Counseling 
Psychology doctoral program.  I work with Drs. David Blustein and Maureen Kenny and am currently 
working on my final revisions for my dissertation study which explored the links between skepticism 
about the relevance of school to future success (from Carol Midgley's PALS scale), school engagement 
and career progress among urban school students.  I was wondering if you could help me track down 
how I can obtain written permission to reproduce and use the skepticism subscale for research 
purposes via an email so that I can include the measure in the electronic submission of my study.  I 
will of course send  a copy of my findings to include in the compendium of studies using the 
skepticism subscale. 
 
Thank you very much. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Deirdre T. Brogan 
brogan.deirdre@gmail.com  

 

 
Eric Anderman <Eanderman@ehe.osu.edu> Sun, Feb 28, 2010 at 5:17 PM 
To: Deirdre Brogan <brogan.deirdre@gmail.com>  

Hi Deirdre. You may use any PALS scale in your dissertation. All that we ask is that you cite it 
appropriately, and that if you make any changes to the wording, that you describe those changes in  
your study. You do not need written permission. Best of luck with your dissertation! 

Eric Anderman. 

Interim Director and Professor 

School of Educational Policy and Leadership 

College of Education and Human Ecology 

The Ohio State University 
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Deirdre T. Brogan 
Boston College 
 
Dear Deirdre, 
 
This letter serves as your permission to use the Childhood Career Development Scale 
(Schultheiss & Stead, 2004) in your dissertation research.  We ask that you do not 
distribute the measure and keep us informed of your work. Best wishes in your research. 
  
Sincerely, 
 
 
Donna E. Schultheiss, Ph.D. 
Professor and Co-Director of Training 
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