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The Development of a New Measure of Pupils' Self- 
Esteem in Singapore Secondary Schools 

Lui Hah Wah Elena 

ABSTRACT 

This article is a brief account of the de- 
velopment of a new measure of pupils' self- 
esteem for use in Singapore's secondary 
schools. The new measure named "Self- 
Esteem Checklist" (SEC), is a self-reporting 
instrument comprising 25 items grouped 
under 4 subscales. It has been pilot tested 
twice (in September 1986 and March 1987)' 
before the main study was conducted in 
May, 1987. The findings of the second pilot 

Towards Excellence in Schools 

In "Towards Excellence in Schools" (1987), 
the tweleve school principals (who have visited 
a selection of twenty-five good schools in the 
United Kingdom and United States) reported 
that these schools had a philosophy of education 
that "focused sharply on, centered around and 
revolved about the child. . . . And the ultimate 
aim was to give every person a realistic ap- 
praisal of his own worth and a sense of personal 
accomplishment; a self-assurance and con- 
fidence that would allow him to hold his own in 
life later on. The aim was to stretch each child 
to the limits of his academic ability, to fully 
develop any special talents and, ultimately, to 
ensure that no child left with any sense of in- 
adequacy or failure" (p. 1 1). These principals 
found that the supports for pastoral care and 
career guidance in Singapore schools very 
weak in contrast to those that are built into the 
British and American schools, and which 
contribute to their success. They therefore 
recommended that "to cater to this very impor- 

study and main study yield support to the 
validity and reliability of the SEC, and its 
correlation with pupils' academic achieve- 
ment. This instrument, when used with 
proper guidance, may facilitate teacher- 
counsellors' understanding of pupils' self- 
esteem, and help pupils know more about 
themselves, in the pastoral care as well as 
career guidance programmes. 

tant area in total development of pupils, a 
well-planned comprehensive pastoral care and 
career guidance programme be introduced in 
each school. Teachers should be involved as 
pupil counsellors" (p. 72). 

Care for Pupils' Personal Growth 

In any pastoral care and career guidance pro- 
gramme, the component of pupils' self-appraisal 
or self-awareness is fundamental and essential, 
because it serves as the common block for 
other components to build upon. This is espe- 
cially vital to secondary school pupils (age 13 to 
16) who are at the stage of identity crisis 
(Erikson, 1963, 1980). It is necessary for an 
adolescent to ascertain his identity in each of his 
life roles, to find meaning in what he is doing, 
and to have a sense of worthiness in his exis- 
tence. How he sees and values himself, directly 
or indirectly affect how he conducts himself, re- 
lates to others and copes with external demands 
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from his daily life, at home, in school and in 
society. Coopersmith (1967) has reported that 
persons high in self-esteem approach tasks and 
people with the expectation that they will be 
successful and well-received. Persons low in 
self-esteem are more destructive and anxious. 
Wylie (1961) reveals that persons who seek psy- 
chological help frequently acknowledge that 
they suffer from feelings of inadequacy and 
unworthiness. "Whether working with 
students in school or clients in a clinic, it is 
useful to have a psychological framework 
within which behavioural observations can 
be integrated and understood. One such 
possibility is to operate from a self-concept 
frame of reference, a theoretical view that 
begins with the idea that each person has (a) a 
self (a sense of personal existence), (b) a self- 
concept (an idea of personal identity) and ( c )  a 
certain level of self-esteem (feelings of personal 
worth), . . . " (Hamachek, 1985). To opera- 
tionalize the realistic assessment of pupils' self- 
concept, numerous instruments have been 
developed and validated by professional 
counsellors, and school psychologists in coun- 
tries like the United States, United Kingdom, 
Australia, Canada, etc. However, there are not 
many such instruments developed and vali- 
dated in Singapore for teachers to use in coun- 
selling their pupils or enhancing rapport with 
their classes. This paper reports the develop- 
ment of a valid and reliable measurement of 
self-esteem of pupils in Singapore. 

The Self-Esteem Checklist (SEC) 

The Self-Esteem Checklist (SEC) is a self- 
reporting twenty-five items instrument that 
requires the respondent to check either "Yes" 
or "No" against each statement (item). These 
25 items are grouped under four subscales as 
follows: 

There are 13 positively phrased items and 12 
negative items. When the response is "Yes" to 
a positive item, or "No" to a negative item, 
one point (" 1 ") will be scored. If the response is 
"NO" to a positive item, or "Yes" to a negative 
item, then it scores zero ("0"). The possible 
raw scores range from "0" to "25". To con- 
vert these to the SEC scores, users should 
multiply a raw score by 4 to facilitate the inter- 
pretation of scores on a 100-point scale. Thus, 
the possible maximum score is "100" and the 
minimum is "0". 

The design of SEC is reflective of the main 
features of short form of Self-Esteem Inventory 
(SEI) (Coopersmith). * The four subscales of 
the SEC are the same as those in the SEI. 
Coopersmith proposed that SE1 be used to 
measure the subject's "self-attitudes in four 
areas: peers, parents, school and personal 
interests" (Coopersmith, 1967). Kokenes in 
her doctoral dissertation analysed the res- 
ponses to the SE1 factor school form (50 items) 
by 7593 children, (grades 4 through 8) in 
Illinois, U.S.A. She reported as follows: ". . . 
it appears that the SE1 is a factorially complex 
instrument. In addition, the factors which 
emerged in this study confirm the construct 
validity of the subscales proposed by Cooper- 
smith as measuring sources of self-esteem". 
The reason for using a twenty-five items scale 
instead of a fifty items scale was to make it less 
difficult and complex for pupils in the lower 
secondary schools in Singapore, especially 
those in the normal course whose proficiency in 
the English language is rather poor. All the 
items are phrased in simple sentences with 
vocabularies that are within the grasp of most 
secondary one pupils. 

'A briefsample of the SE1 is inserted in the writer's artide "A Measure of 
Self Esteem in Singapore Secondary Schools" in Singafiore Journal of 
Education, V 7 ,  N l ,  1985, p. 23. 

TABLE 1 
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Subscale 

General Self 
Academic- School 
Peers-Social 
Home-Parents 

Item No. 

1 ,  3 ,  4, 7, 12, 13, 15, 18, 19, 24, 25 
2,  10, 1 1 ,  17, 23 
5, 8 ,  14, 21 
6, 9 ,  16, 20, 22 

Total Number of Items 

1 1  
5 
4 
5 



The First Pilot Study 

The first pilot study was carried out in 
September 1986 in two secondary schools. The 
sample of 128 pupils comprised 32 boys and 32 
girls from Secondary 1, and the same number 
from Secondary 2. The analysis of data col- 
lected from this pilot study has showed the Self- 
Esteem Checklist (SEC) and its four subscales 
have internal consistency ranging from 0.3 1 to 
0.66 (KR20s). The first subscale "General 
Self' is the weakest (0.3 1) due to two very weak 
items, No. 1 (D.I. = 0.06) and No. 3 (D.I. = 
0.02). It is necessary to replace these items. 

The factor loadings of all SEC items are 
congruent with the four subscales, except No. 3 
which has only 0.12. The other items' loadings 
range from 0.37 to 0.88. The "Academic 
School" subscale and other three subscales 
have significantly positive inter-correlations at 
p <0.05 level. Its correlation with the SEC 
total scale is 0.51. 

The findings of this pilot study show that 
the Self-Esteem Checklist (SEC) and its four 
subscales have internal consistency ranging 
from 0.47 to 0.68 (KR20s). The first subscale 
"General Self' has a reliability of 0.47 which is 
greater than the finding of the first pilot study 
(0.31). All the SEC items attain a dis- 
criminating level ranging from 0.13 to 0.52. 
Only one item has a D.I. of 0.13 (No. 24). The 
factor loadings of all SEC items are congruent 
with the four subscales with a range of 0.38 to 
0.85. The "Academic School" subscale and 
other three subscales have significantly positive 
inter-correlations ranging from 0.20 to 0.29 at 
p<  0.05 level. Its correlation with the SEC total 
scale is 0.63. The SEC has a positively signi- 
ficant correlation (0.34) with pupils' academic 
mean scores. The mean score of PSLE aggre- 
gates ofthis sample is 273.33, the S.D. is 35.33. 
There are a bigger range and a lower mean 
than Pilot Study One, because more Normal 
course pupils were included. The proportion is - - 

The Second Pilot Study 
closer to the national student population. 

The SEC Pilot Study Two version was written The Main Study 
after a brainstorm session in a staff interaction 
seminar at the Institute of Education. There 
were two replacement alternatives, A & B, for 
each of the two very weak items (No. 1 and No. 
3), inserted into the first version of the SEC. In 
March 1987, the SEC Pilot Two version was 
administered to another sample of 128 pupils in 
the same schools. Again there were 32 pupils in 
each level by sex group. The data analysis 
showed that the combination of the replace- 
ment alternatives No. 1B and No. 3A gave the 
most satisfactory results in terms of discrimin- 
ability and reliability (Table 2). 

In May 1987, the SEC Main Study version was 
administered to a sample of 320 pupils at secon- 
dary one and two levels in two secondary 
schools. The distribution of pupils by sex, level, 
stream and school is shown in Table 3. 

The findings of this main study yield support 
to the SEC'S validity and reliability. It has an 
internal consistency at a 0.73 level (KR 20) and 
the range among the 4 subscales is from 0.42 to 
0.75 (Table 4). All the items, except two, attain 
sufficient level of discrimination ranging from 
0.16 to 0.53. Items No. 10 and No. 15 have a 

TABLE 2 
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4 Option 

Items 

Discrimination 
Index 

KR 20 
General Self 

Total Self 

3 

No. 1B 

0 39 

No. 1B 

0.38 

2 

No. 3A 

0.25 

No. 3B 

0.22 

No. 1A 

0.32 

.52 

.68 

1 

.49 

68 

No. 3A 

0.23 

No. 1 

0.26 

47 
P--- 

67 

No. 3 

0.11 

.40 

.66 



D.I. at 0.11 and 0.13 respectively, slightly "Academic School" subscales. The "General 
lower than the 0.16 criterion. Most of the items' Self' subscale, which has eleven items, spreads 
factor loadings are congruent with the four over five factors. The SEC "Total" Scale has 
subscales; loadings range from 0.34 to 0.80. eight factors altogether, with a final community 
The strongest factor is the "Home Parent" estimate total at 13.47, i.e. 53.88 % of the total 
subscale, followed by "Peer Social" and variance explained (Table 5). 

TABLE 3 

TABLE 4 
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TABLE 5 

Factor Subscale Item Loading 

I Home-Parent I'm happy at home 0.72 
Think of leaving my family 0.75 
Parents don't care how I feel 0.75 
Parents don't understand me 0.76 
Parents tend to pressurize me 0.51 
Usually many things bother me 0.37* 

I1 Peer-Social People have a lot of fun with me 
People like my ideas 
Peers like me a lot 

I11 General Self Enjoy talking in front of class 
Take long time to decide 

(Personal Efficacy) Get used to new things fast 
Feel free to express opinion 

IV School-Academic I'm proud of my school work 
Don't give up easily in study 
Teachers think I'm doing fine 
People like my ideas 

V General Self It's not easy to be me 
(State Anxiety) I'm confused with things in my life 

Usually many things bothering me 

l General Self I'm not doing the best I can in school 
(Ideal Self) I'm a reliable person 

l vll 
General Self I don't think highly of myself 
(Self-Worth) I'm not as popular as most people 

V111 General Self I'm not good looking 0.63 
(Self-Image) I would change many things about myself if I could 0.53 

I would rather be myself 0.45 

* Double Loading 
b 

The "Academic School" subscale and the 
SEC have significant positive correlation, 0.55 
(p < 0.05); but rather low correlations with 
"Home Parent" subscale, 0.22 (p<0.05), 
and "Peer Social" Subscale, 0.17 (p < 0.05) 
(Table 6). 

The pupils SEC scores correlate with their 
PSLE results at 0.34 (p< 0.05), consistent with 
the finding of the Pilot Study Two. The PSLE 
aggregates mean score of this sample is 293.94, 
with a range from 172 to 369, and the S.D. is 
40.38. For the secondary 2 pupils (N = 160), 
correlational analysis found a high value (0.42, 
p < 0.05) between their secondary 1 final results 
and their SEC scores. The mean score of their 
secondary 1 final aggregates in percentage is 
66.6%, the S.D. is 7.8 % and the range is from 
42 % to 84.6 % . The "Academic School" sub- 
scale has positive correlations with these pupils' 
academic achievement too. The correlation co- 

efficients are 0.21 with PSLE results and 0.31 
with secondary 1 results (p < 0.05). These sup- 
port what has been expected, that is school 
grades have closer relationships with pupils' 
global self-concept and academic self-concept 

TABLE 6 

S E C  

SUBSC2 SUBSC3 SUBSC4 SECSC 
(Sch) (Peer) (Home) (Total) 

SUBSCl 0.22954 0.45030 0.34838 0.83101 
P E N )  
SUBSC 0.17089 0.21870 0.54619 

SUBSC 0.06422* 0.58827 
(PEER) 

SECSC 0.61916 
(HOME) 

p < 0.005 except 
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than the results they attained from a nation- Measure with Care 
wide common test (PSLE). 

The analysis of variance showing scores dif- 
ference between sex by level is only significant 
at secondary 2, the F value is 7.8 (p < 0.01). 

The comparisons of subscale scores by sex 
at secondary 2 show significant differences 
between boys and girls in the "General Self' 
subscale (X2= 7.20, df= l ,  p<0.01), and 
"Home Parent" subscales (X2 = 9.13, df = l ,  
p<0.001) (Tables 8 & 9). 

The Self-Esteem Checklist (SEC) Main Study 
version, which is an improved product as a 
result of the Pilot Studies One and Two, has 
been proven to be quite a promising new 
measure of pupils' self-esteem in Singapore 
secondary schools. However, users of this 
instrument must take care in their interpreta- 
tion of the SEC scores, with individual pupils 
or classes. Just like any musical instrument 

TABLE 7 

TABLE 8 
General-Self Subscale 

Male Female 

TABLE 9 
Home-Parent Subscale 

One possible interpretation of this finding is which usually needs some fine tuning before it 
that girls generally have lower self-esteem than stages a satisfactory performance, the Self- 
boys, and secondary 2 girls feel the pressure Esteem Checklist and other assessment tools of 
from home or parents is on them. These 
observations are not uncommon in the Singa- 
pore society. In a meta-analysis of the data 
collected by ten teacher-trainees (who adminis- 
tered the Self-Esteem Inventory to 342 pupils, 
secondary 1 through secondary 4), it was found 
that in the secondary 2 sample (N= 144) the dif- 
ference of scores between sex is significant, boys 

self-concept may need some adjustment of 
certain items when used in different classes or 
groups of pupils. The most important point to 
bear in mind is that the score can just serve as 
an indicator of the pupil's ideas about himself at 
a particular time when the "test" is taken. 
There may be many other variables or features 
of his "self' not reflected in this measure. - 

had higher mean scores than girls, the F value is Any measure of self-esteem, no matter how 
7.94 (p<0.01) (Lui, 1985). In a study on the valid and reliable, is no more than a reflection 
relationship between locus of control, self- of a fraction of the inner self which is some- 
concept, past performance and academic what like a misty pond to us sometimes. 
achievement (Khoo-Ong, 1986), the findings 
show that males (college students) are more - 

internal and have a higher self-concept than 
females. Females on the other hand, have a 
better past performance than males. 
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