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ABSTRACT

Hill, Karen S., M.A., 1998 Curriculum and Instruction 

Perceived Abuse: Correlation With Self-Esteem and Educational Success (76 pp.) 

Director: Dr. Doug Beed

This study reports the results of 81 surveys returned from a population of 163 students in 
The University of Montana College o f Technology health programs. The objective was 
to identify correlations among perceived history of abuse, self-esteem, and GPA.
Impetus for the study was the combination of dramatic increases in reports and incidence 
of abuse and high non-retention. Participants responded to Likert type surveys on 
demographics, perceived levels of abuse and neglect, and self-esteem. Great care was 
taken to preserve anonymity and psychological safety.

Respondents reported 80.2% frequency of abuse. O f the 81 responses, 54.3% felt they 
had been abused at Likert level 2 or greater in both childhood and adulthood. Male and 
female emotional abuse were similar in childhood. However as adults, women reported 
much more emotional abuse, possibly related to socioeconomic issues.

Although various correlations had statistical significance at 0.05 and 0.01 levels, 
correlation coefficients were low. Therefore, no single factor is strong enough for 
assessing educational risk. Self-esteem, age, history of work and educational 
satisfaction, in combination, may provide screening information to identify entering 
students who may be at risk for non-retention.

Since this is a descriptive study, results cannot be generalized to populations other than 
the one surveyed. It is possible that careers in health related fields may draw more 
individuals with backgrounds having abuse trauma Results increase the information 
base necessary for further research leading to pro-active efforts at student retention in 
health programs.
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Chapter One 

Introduction and Review of Literature

1.1 Introduction

Medical programs at The University of Montana-Missoula College of 

Technology (UMCOT) have significant attrition (quitting or failing). In order to 

compensate for non-retention, more students are admitted than are expected to continue 

past the first semester. As an example, the Practical Nursing Program admits 25 students 

into the first semester but expects less than 20 to reach second semester.

Students are often single mothers with children, older than 24, supported by 

rehabilitation or retraining fimds, or in programs to move them from welfare to work. 

Many have been away from school for a number of years. Unfortunately, those who are 

not successful may never again attempt higher education. This seems a waste of human 

effort at best. At worst it may mean a lifetime of employment below ability level. This 

has implications for programs that assist those who are earning insufficient wages. It has 

larger implications for society and the individuals within that society.

Education should enable individuals to grow in abilities, whether personal or 

occupational. Students who do not remain in school may, at the very least, fail to grow 

occupationally.

Jeffreys (1998) notes that attrition rates of nontraditional students are typically 

not due to academic issues. Participants in Jeffreys’ study o f nontraditional student 

retention and attrition perceived that environmental issues (finances, work, support
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system, family responsibilities) influenced academic achievement and retention to a 

greater degree than academic variables (study skills, study hours, academic advising). 

Very efficacious (self-confident) students were at educational risk (-0.34 r, p <0.001) for 

attrition, attributed to overestimation of academic supports and underestimation of need 

for preparation. In general, self-efficacy had some positive influence on educational 

success. Students who felt they would be able to succeed but retained enough anxiety to 

stimulate study efforts were the most successful. These students have lives enriched by 

learned skills and increased belief in their abilities. They are empowered.

MacKinnon-Slaney (1994) identifies some factors which facilitate retention. 

These include: ability to recognize strengths and weakness, ability to delay gratification, 

clear life and career goals, success at life transitions, interpersonal competence, 

educational competence, intellectual ability, and awareness of impeding factors. Ney, 

Fung, and Wickett (1994), and many others, note that individuals who have been abused 

often lack those factors mentioned by MacKinnor-Slaney.

Nontraditional students often combine several life sequences (e.g., educational, 

family, and career). Thus competing activities increase stress which in turn decreases the 

likelihood of educational success.

These findings are consistent with observations o f UMCOT nontraditional 

students. In conversations with these students, the subject of past or current physical, 

emotional or sexual abuse is introduced often enough that these may also be factors 

relating to lack of academic success or retention (educational stress).
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After observing individuals experiencing educational stress, some of the feelings 

and behaviors noted are; academic failures, difficulty relating to faculty and classmates, 

frequent absences, difficulty accepting responsibility for grades, poor self-esteem, 

excessive anxiety over tests and assignments, early withdrawal from courses or 

programs, and self-reported negative expectations for success, as well as history of 

educational difficulty. All too often various of the behaviors noted are visible in 

UMCOT students who enrolled in health related programs.

Counseling services are important sources of support and contribute to 

educational success. However, too often counseling begins long after students’ difficulty 

within courses arises. This seems likely to diminish counselor success at promoting 

educational success. Prevention or early intervention efforts may increase student 

retention. Jeffreys (1998) contends that educators must recognize holistic needs if they 

are to provide the help nontraditional students need to succeed. This would also apply to 

students with cultural differences who are likely to have similar needs.

Awareness of holistic (integration of body, mind, and spirit) needs of students 

does not seem essential to some teachers. Teachers are to teach. Carl Rogers (1983) in 

Freedom to learn in the 80's, identifies some humanistic qualities that facilitate learning. 

He suggests that teachers appropriately open themselves as persons to students. Other 

qualities include valuing the student as a person, accepting the student “as is,” and 

trusting their ability to learn. Empathy further enhances learning by creating an 

atmosphere supportive o f interpersonal interaction. The qualities named create a sense
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of safety in the educational environment. That safe environment allows students more 

freedom to explore new skills and ideas. It promotes personal growth and confidence for 

change.

1.2 Problem

The teacher understanding holistic dynamics does not become a counselor but 

does become alert to signals indicating the need for help. Even this may be too little too 

late. Nontraditional students, who may be less attuned to the educational process than 

students already close to the process, may be at greater educational risk. Measures to 

identify students at risk before or at the beginning of their programs may decrease the 

risks. Pro-active measures to increase retention and success might then be instituted to 

compliment traditional supportive practices.

Individuals in turmoil, whatever the cause, have difficulty learning. The cause of 

the turmoil may intrude at conscious and/or unconscious levels. Either form of intrusion 

creates distractions likely to have negative effects on the learning process. Worrying 

about bills, children’s illnesses, relationships, length of time away from school, difficult 

school history, and so forth compete for attention against what is being read or heard. 

Students with work schedules competing for class and study time, not to mention 

interpersonal issues, are too exhausted to function at their levels of ability. In an effort to 

juggle all their responsibilities, students miss class, sleep in class, fail to interact, and do 

poorly on assignments.
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It is easy for faculty members to attribute students’ non-attendance, poor 

attention, and weak performance to disinterest or lack of ability. A natural result might 

be resentment of students who take faculty time and effort with no response. “I’m 

teaching. Why are you rejecting my efforts? Why aren’t you learning?” Imagine being 

such a student and facing a teacher who radiates disapproval, anger, or disdain. It is 

unlikely the student will ask that faculty member for suggestions to help her or him cope. 

The student may feel ashamed, guilty, or inadequate, so the downward spiral toward 

dropping out or failing is accentuated.

Educational services ( teachers, financial, counseling) cannot eliminate stress 

in student’s lives. It may be possible though, to mitigate students’ responses to stress. 

Faculty awareness of issues affecting students, particularly beginning ones, may ease 

some of the conflict that arises from both sides. Administrative awareness of factors 

supporting student retention may stimulate planning more fully meeting the needs of this 

population at risk. That institution finances are improved by retaining students is a side 

benefit.

There are many variables contributing to poor retention resulting in personal pain 

for students and lost FTE by the institution. This information gathering study focuses on 

two variables which may contribute to the problem, perceived abuse and poor self

esteem as they affect or are affected by GPA.
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1.3 Review of related literature

The review of literature is directed toward relating abuse, self-esteem, and 

empowerment (educational success), the area of focus in this study. It is aimed at 

identifying and combining areas of the literature which support the inter-relatedness of 

these selected areas. The literature covers the subjects voluminously. My review effort 

is directed toward a specific focus, so no attempt is made to give greater breadth of 

reference.

1.3a Abuse

Abuse is seldom found as a general concept. Articles relating to abuse specifics 

such as sexual abuse, domestic abuse, neglect and so forth are typically found.

Rowan, Foy, Rodriguez, and Ryan (1994) cite a 1990 national survey in which 

27% of women and 16% of men reported childhood sexual abuse. Graham (1993) 

reports a 40% increase in child abuse reports from 1985 to 1991. O f these abuse reports, 

25% were physical, 15% were sexual, 48% were neglect, six % were emotional abuse, 

and 10% were other. The low incidence of emotional abuse is most likely due to 

difficulty obtaining proof. The actual incidence is high because it is a part o f other forms 

of abuse (C. Horesji, personal communication, March 21, 1998). Donnelly (1997) 

reports a 50% increase in abuse reports since 1985. The implications of increases in 

abuse reports are staggering. More and more individuals with at least the potential of 

educational and social problems are entering the educational system.
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Ney, Fung, and Wickett (1994) found that less than five percent of abuse occurred 

in isolation. In other words, if one type of abuse is present there most likely will be 

others as well. They cited Claussen and Crittenden (1991) who note psychological 

maltreatment in almost all cases of physical maltreatment. This was supportive of Ney et 

al ‘s findings as they studied 167 children ages seven through 18. The combination of 

physical neglect, physical abuse, and verbal abuse was found to have the greatest 

psychological impact. They also noted that individuals with abuse histories frequently 

have difficulty trusting others, being open, being flexible, and feeling confident. The 

difficulties listed will affect most every life endeavor, including education.

Varia, Abidin, and Dass (1996) examined perceptions of abuse (physical, 

psychological, and sexual) and psychological and social adjustments in a group of 173 

subjects. They found individuals who acknowledged abuse and those who had levels of 

abuse above the mean, but without acknowledging the abuse, had the greatest adjustment 

problems. Overstating abuse was seldom found. Varia, Abidin, and Dass (1996) note 

that Finkelor in 1990 and Steele in 1986 found significant numbers of well-adjusted 

adults who have histories of abuse. Such research suggests the need to avoid sweeping 

generalizations about those with abuse histories, without ignoring the potential hazards.

Individual perceptions of life events impact one’s responses, immediate 

and long-term. Individuals who acknowledge abuse or non-abuse have higher adjustment 

scores than those who denied abuse (inaccurately) or minimized their experiences (Varia 

et al, 1996). Most of the articles referenced in this study include the following as effects
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of abuse; anxiety, feelings of isolation, poor self-esteem, difficulty trusting, relationship 

problems, and negative self concepts to name a few.

Brand (1996) notes most references to abuse refer to females because this is the 

gender most researched and statistically prevalent. Abuse (trauma) interferes with the 

basic assumptions of a benevolent world and personal safety. Abuse in childhood may 

be even more damaging because it creates a pattern of little hope, trust, or sense of 

efficacy. Abuse victims frequently develop acute sensitivity to the emotions of others as 

a safety device. Sensory over-load may occur in classrooms when students are so 

vigilant and sensitive, resulting in difficulty learning.

Male victims of abuse are becoming more visible. Etherington (1995) gives three 

reasons that male abuse has been deemed low in prevalence. First is the possibility that it 

really is rare. However, Etherington describes a 1992 TV program on abuse issues to 

counter that stereotypical notion. The program had a hotline which received 1000 calls. 

Ninety percent of the callers openly acknowledged abuse for the first time and 33% of 

these were men. The second reason abuse of males is not reported is the belief that 

healing will occur faster and better if  the issue is ignored. Disbelief that abusers can be 

female, perceived lack o f masculinity if abuse is admitted, or dissociative coping 

mechanisms may affect non-reporting. Thirdly, the definition of abuse is flawed. The 

men in Etherington’s study had difficulty defining what happened to them as abuse, 

especially if the abuser was female. When abuse experiences lie outside general ideas of 

acceptable behavior, defenses such as denial, minimization, or some other means of
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assimilating the experience are often employed.

Shinaver (1996) used Rorschach testing to determine the effects of physical and 

sexual abuse as well as neglect on boys, who until recently have been largely overlooked 

in relation to abuse. Some of the effects of abuse included altered perceptions, 

emotional constraint, low self-esteem, and a sense of being damaged. Shinaver 

compared these effects with findings in similar research that focused on female abuse 

victims. Since the findings are similar, the researcher concluded that the effects of abuse 

are gender nonspecific, though expression of the effects may differ widely.

Rosen and Martin (1996) surveyed 1072 males and 305 females on active duty in 

the United States Army. The survey questionnaire included physical-emotional abuse, 

sexual abuse, emotional neglect, and physical neglect. While the survey results were 

similar for each gender (decreased self-esteem), women had greater psychological 

symptoms. This may not have shown a true difference since the women had more 

extensive abuse histories. The researchers did raise the possibility that soldiers who had 

experienced abuse might be more likely to develop combat-related traumatic stress 

syndrome. Gender differences were also affected by the military population samples. 

Reluctance of males to acknowledge abuse also may have affected the outcomes. The 

results support findings that abuse effects are similar for both males and females, though 

different in expression.

Higgins and McCabe (1994) found that level of family violence contributed to 

both trauma symptoms and self-esteem. However self-esteem predictors broadly
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included father’s education, level of family violence, number of close friends at age 12, 

mother’s education, frequency of father being drunk, and divorce or separation. Higgins 

and McCabe compare their findings to those of Briere and Runtz ( 1990) who did a 

similar study.

It is important to evaluate abuse effects as being mediated by numerous other 

factors. Abuse does have lifetime impact but every person is different and should be 

evaluated in proper context. This seems to reflect a more balanced trend in research. 

When numerous aspects of life are investigated, the results are less definitive (Coffey, 

Leitenberg, Henning, Turner, and Bennett, 1996) (Brayden, Deitrich-MacLean, Dietrich, 

Sherrod, and Altemeier, 1995). Coffey et al (1996) cite Tomlin (1991) who suggests that 

adult survivors of incest are in fact stigmatized by others. This would indicate that 

broader societal factors may affect an individual’s development of personal feelings and 

thoughts about the abuse. Individuals with histories of abuse may be reluctant to 

acknowledge that aspect of their lives as just one more part of themselves. This may lead 

to the additional stress o f fearing exposure.

An illustration of societal stigmatization recently occurred dtiring an employment 

interview. While disclosing the abuse of a female relative by a gang member, the 

interviewee quickly inteijected that sexual abuse was not involved. It seemed this 

individual, who likely reflects the views of many others, considered sexual assault 

demeaning to the person assaulted. Therefore, the interviewers needed to know the 

relative was not damaged or o f lesser worth. Obviously, this societal attitude is hard to
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change.

Graham (1993) and Rowan, Foy, Rodriguez, and Ryan (1994) report that 

Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PSTD) is a common diagnosis in children who have 

been abused. The symptoms include: re-experiencing the trauma, decreased general 

responsiveness, difficulty concentrating and completing tasks, emotional outbursts, and 

hyper-vigilance. In other words, avoiding “flashbacks” of the experience consumes a 

great deal of energy. Added to that is the unpredictability of when or why a flashback 

will occur. Students may daydream as a means of preventing intrusive memories. It 

would seem likely that an adult who has not received treatment for abuse could exhibit 

similar symptoms though usually with greater social control.

Amtz, Rauner, and Van Den Hout (1995) studied four groups who had 

varying anxiety disorders and found that the control group responded to potential danger 

with watchfulness but little anxiety. Anxiety groups responded to the potential danger as 

if  the threat were actual. The conclusion drawn was that subjective anxiety may affect 

developing and maintaining anxiety disorders. Linking this with general memory 

processing may partially explain the extreme anxiety some adult students experience 

when faced with course work or interaction with teachers. If past educational experience 

has been traumatic, students may respond to the “old situation” even though the present 

circumstances are not dangerous.

In the brain the amygdala (fear and rage processing) and the hippocampus (general 

memory processing) work as part o f the diencephalon’s processing of emotions and data 

to be stored and accessed later (Kim,Rison, & Fanslow 1993). This explains in part why
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sights, sounds, touches and so forth may trigger memory of traumatic events. An example 

of this occurred in class when stress and its effects were being discussed. Suddenly one 

student was sobbing and the others were bewildered. The class took a break and the 

sobbing student was taken to an area allowing privacy. The student described the cause 

as a sudden overwhelming memory of the accidental death of her child while on a family 

hiking trip. Somehow the discussion of stress triggered memories of the tragedy which 

were too powerful to control. Although this is not related to abuse, intrusive memories of 

abuse trauma may occur in a similar manner,

Graham (1993) cites Finkelhor and Browne’s (1986) means of describing abuse or 

neglect as four trauma creating factors: (1) traumatic sexualization, sexuality shaped 

inappropriately and in interpersonally dysfunctional ways; (2) stigmatization, a sense of 

badness, shame, and guilt being incorporated into self-image; (3) betrayal, awareness that 

someone vital to them has caused them harm; and (4) powerlessness, affected by the 

degrees of force, coercion, manipulation, or bribery. Being powerless means that one’s 

will, desires, and sense of efficacy are compromised. This may lead to the generalization 

that one is not efficacious in any way.

The effects of abuse have implications for educational empowerment. The 

educational process involves more than memorizing facts. An anxious student has 

difficulty attending to anything other than the anxiety. Trust is necessary because teachers 

ask students to allow them some control or influence. Individuals with poor self-esteem 

will have difficulty feeling empowered or efficacious. A classroom involves relationships
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with others. And a negative self concept, like poor self-esteem, implies an expectation of 

failure. A student who is actively trying not to remember trauma will have conflicting 

activities within the memory processing system.

1.3b Self-esteem and Self-efficacy

Bandura (1997) states that people try to have control over life’s events especially 

if they believe their actions will be effective. Four main ways that perceived self-efficacy 

regulates human functioning are presented:

1. Cognitive: Individuals who have high self-efficacy have high aspirations, set 

challenges for themselves, and commit to meeting the challenge set. They 

visualize success rather than dwelling on personal deficiencies or what might 

make them unsuccessful.

2. Motivational: They set goals and plan courses of action as well as believing in 

what they can do. People with high self-efficacy are able to adjust goals as they 

evaluate progress.

3. Mood or Affect: The level of stress or depression experienced is dependent upon 

how well individuals believe they can cope. Efficacious people mediate levels of 

stress by not magnifying the threats, by acting in ways which make the 

environment less threatening, and by controlling thoughts that are disturbing.

They can relax, divert their attention, and can seek support. These coping 

mechanisms make anxiety and sadness more tolerable. Low self-efficacy can lead
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to depression by contributing to a downward spiral of helplessness, hopelessness, 

and defeat.

4. Physical Health: A belief in one’s ability upholds the natural immune system that 

helps prevent illness. Self-efficacy is also a major factor in whether or not one 

considers altering health habits and whether or not one will be successful at doing 

so.

Harrison, Rainer, Hochwarter and Thompson (1997) tested Bandura’s self- 

efficacy-performance model by a study of 776 American university employees in a work 

situation. Participants indicated that the level of ability in computer performance was 

significant in predicting high and low self-efficacy. Thus Bandura’s social-cognitive 

theory is active in a work setting. A limitation of this study is the narrowness of the 

activity studied. However, the authors cite work related studies by Barling and Beattie in 

1983 and Taylor, Locke, Lee, and Gist in 1984 which offer similar supportive results. In 

other words, if one is self-efficacious one is more likely to be successful in a work effort. 

Learning does require work. Therefore, Bandura’s theory seems applicable to educational 

efforts.

Harrison et al (1997) suggest that an area of research to consider is that of self- 

efficacy antecedents. They cited Bandura’s i982 four informational cues which may 

influence self-efficacy. The cues are: (1) enactive mastery which might be from repeated 

successful performance; (2) vicarious experiences, observations of successful behaviors 

being modeled; (3) verbal persuasion which involves teaching or explaining; and
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(4) emotional arousal which facilitates memory (for good or ill). Bandura (1997) refers 

to four measures to increase self-efficacy as treatment measures. They are;

( 1 ) Experiencing success or mastery at overcoming difficulties. These are activities 

requiring perseverance which will increase efficacy strength. Success without effort may 

promote discouragement when difficulties arise. (2) Social modeling which refers to 

seeing others like oneself succeed, (3) Social persuasion which informs and encourages 

belief in self and also allows graded trials that prevent early failure. (4) Reducing stress 

and depression, building strength, and learning to interpret physical sensations to avoid 

excess fatigue and weakness which are often interpreted as mental or physical weakness. 

There is little difference in Bandura’s antecedents to self-efficacy in a 15 year span. They 

are guidelines significant for successful vocational education.

Abel (1997) explored the effects o f self-esteem in expectations of future success or 

failure. Individuals with high self-esteem have greater likelihood of recognizing task 

demands and making adjustments than those with low self-esteem. One unexpected 

finding was that individuals who had high self-esteem remained overly optimistic and 

unrealistic in the face of task difficulties which could not be overcome. This relates to 

Jeffreys (1998) finding that students who were very efficacious tended to overestimate 

their ability and underestimate the work needing to be done. That there are problems 

associated with either high or low self-esteem is readily observed in the classroom and 

relates to educational success measured by test scores and grades.

In a study of changes in self-esteem done by a longitudinal study of white women

R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



16

that was annually updated, Elliot (1996) examined data indicating self-esteem changes 

between 1980 and 1987 when age ranges were 15-23 and 22-33 respectively. The sample 

reflected the socioeconomic distribution of white women in the U.S. at the time of 

collection. The study explored changes in self-esteem which occur during the transition 

from dependence on parents to living apart from parents. The results indicated an 

increase, on average, o f one fourth of a standard deviation. Even though self-esteem was 

relatively constant, participants had self-esteem increases or decreases as they moved 

through their twenties. Women married to high-earning husbands had increased self 

esteem, possibly by increasing economic stability, social status, and social and emotional 

support from the husband’s social network. Current marital status was the only accurate 

predictor of women’s self-esteem during their twenties. Motherhood had a negative effect 

on self esteem, perhaps due to the unrelenting stress of motherhood and the interference 

with being a wife or wage earner. Women who were employed had less loss of self- 

esteem when they became mothers. This may be due to increased social support, 

validation at the workplace, greater economic security, or time away from children. 

Receiving welfare increasingly decreased self-esteem. This may be related to decreasing 

likelihood of moving from welfare as time on welfare increases. That economic issues 

are a major factor in women’s self-esteem is clear. Women are also affected by 

perceptions of how their work is regarded or valued by others. The factors reported are 

issues for many students attending UMCOT and economic difficulty is often given as a 

reason for leaving school.
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Wood, Giordano-Beech, Taylor, Michela, and Gaus (1994) look at how, other than 

self-protection and trying to avoid losses, individuals with low self-esteem bolster 

themselves. People with high self-esteem are apt to seek self-enhancement by drawing 

attention to their skills and talents. Those with lower self-esteem tend to avoid drawing 

attention so there is less risk of exposing their flaws They would rather not make an 

attempt, even if there might be great rewards for successful completion, in order to avoid 

the chance of failure. Apparently the risk o f exposing themselves as failures in some way 

is just too threatening. The study focused on whether or not individuals compared 

themselves to others. Individuals with high self-esteem were found to be willing to 

compare their success when the individual with whom they were comparing was 

perceived as an equal. They were less likely to compare when the individual who was 

less successful was considered less able than themselves. Individuals having low self

esteem did not make comparisons when unsuccessful. When successful however, they 

compared freely no matter what ability level the other person had. The practical 

application of this might be provision of safe opportunities in which the individual with 

low self-esteem could seek self-enhancement. In other words, opportunities to practice 

success are needed.

Thompson, Davidson, and Barber (1995) tested assumptions of the self-worth 

theory of achievement motivation. Students protective of self-worth will voluntarily 

withdraw from situations which would allow poor performance to be attributed to lack of 

ability. Self-worth protective students performed well following failure that allowed face-
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saving but did poorly when there was no face-saving opportunity. They also determined 

that students with low self-worth tended to avoid personal accountability for failure. They 

suggest that the most effective way of intervening in the process might be to correct the 

faulty cognitive assumptions which support low self-worth. These individuals are so 

cognitively self-protective that other measures are likely to be ineffective. Students with 

low self-worth are very difficult to change. It seems as if  every success is followed by 

“but I can’t do this.” Perhaps this is a hedge against future failure. The student who says 

“I can’t” then fails can say “I told you.” Suggesting that the student try saying “this is 

hard but I am practicing and am getting better” meets resistence.

Shields (1995) suggests that individuals with strong student identities may be more 

successful because student identity promotes self-worth. Terms associated with the role 

o f college student include competitive, open-minded, motivated, realistic, pressured, 

mature, and studious. Wanting to learn, rather than wanting to finish the courses and get 

employed, creates a sense o f social competence, pride, and self-satisfaction. Students 

who have entwined student identity along with occupational identity have perhaps the 

strongest motivation for success.

When dealing with self-esteem one needs to differentiate between healthy 

self-esteem, which is based on honest assessment, and unhealthy self-esteem which 

involves ego massaging. Feeling good about oneself realistically allows some failure. 

Those who just wish to feel good may have sophisticated systems of coping which enable 

them to ignore reality.

R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



19

Japenga (1996) suggests that self-esteem not based on reality can lead to 

behaviors which are antisocial or criminal. I would add that it most assuredly may result 

in a failing grade.

1.3c Empowerment

Lee (1994), writes of empowerment as it applies to social work. Empowerment is 

defined as a set of activities with a client to reduce powerlessness created by negative 

valuations of a group. It requires identifying the power blocks and development and 

implementation of specific strategies aimed at their removal or mitigation. If the term 

“student” is used in place of “client,” one might consider this an adequate definition for 

education.

Lee continues by listing three aspects of empowerment; (1) development of a sense 

of self which is more powerful and positive; (2) construction of knowledge and ability to 

more realistically evaluate one’s social and political environment; and (3) cultivation of 

more functional competence to attain personal and collective goals. These three are 

pivotal to education as well as social work. This is not surprising since education also 

aims to empower growth and improvement for individuals and society.

One area of focus in social work (Lee, 1994) is individual pain which practitioners 

acknowledge as they deal with the issues at hand. Individual pain, whether physical or 

emotional, likely permeates all that a person is whether the individual is aware o f it or not. 

It might be assumed that individual pain impacts educational processes, although it seems
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to be ignored in much educational practice. This concept is very important when 

considering education from a holistic viewpoint.

Individuals lacking self-esteem and self-efficacy perceive themselves as lacking 

power in some or many areas of their lives. Coll (1986) links powerlessness to women 

and notes that it has gone on so long it seems a virtue. Powerless women ind children are 

often called innocent, meaning that they have no responsibility for the bad events in the 

world. However, women’s supposed innocence also keeps them from being a party to 

decision making power.

Coll (1986) also points out that though women are criticized for being non- 

assertive and indirect when making requests, power is wielded covertly. Women have 

been rewarded for being helpless, ignorant, coy, and able to assume a powerless stance. 

Women use these behaviors to gain what they want, a form of power. Learned 

helplessness may be exploited as fireedom from responsibility. Abuse and other trauma 

may also contribute to learned helplessness. This is similar to what nurses working with 

individuals who are paralyzed sometimes call “the tyranny of the disabled.” This does not 

imply any lack of respect for those with disabilities. Rather it acknowledges the need for 

these individuals to develop their abilities, whatever they may be. Newly disabled 

individuals must be weaned from the natural helplessness they experienced while in 

Intensive Care. Nurses who provide patient care in this weaning period must push self- 

sufficiency. This results in a period of turmoil and anger. So it is in the emergence of 

authentically powerful women. New skills, attitudes, and responsibilities are learned in 

the midst of this turmoil. Empowerment that prevails is an ongoing active process.
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One result of women’s historical freedom from responsibility is indicated by 

Etherington’s (1995) study o f men who had been abused. One of the participants stated 

that when he told an adult his sisters were sexually abusing him, the adult said he was 

making up tall tales and he was discounted. Traditionally, women are considered non

abusers. However, Etherington (1995) found that of the 25 men studied 13 had just 

admitted being abused and nine of that 13 had been abused by females. M. Scallatti 

(personal communication March, 1998), a psychologist specializing in the treatment of 

sex offenders, noted that women are increasingly being identified as abusers. C. Horesji 

(personal communication March, 1998), an expert in abuse issues, made a similar 

observation. Women who are increasingly acknowledged as powerful are increasingly 

accountable for their actions. The evaluation of women’s part in abuse is just beginning.

Coll (1986) states that education, even though concerned with bodies of 

knowledge, also empowers individuals. Students are empowered by knowledge to 

become responsible for the directions of their lives. Information is given which will 

empower students to grant or deny power to others. Leadership roles are given or 

assumed by individuals who are empowered and empowering by education increases 

dissatisfaction with the status quo (Coll, 1986). Sensed disequilibrium, described by 

Beilin (1989), creates opportunities for development and intellectual growth.

Coll (1986) cites Hagberg’s stages in the development of power and warns that 

one should not underestimate how difficult it is to foster new types of power. The six 

developmental stages of power include: (1) powerlessness. (2) power by association with 

powerful individuals (parents, teachers, etc.). (3) power by symbols such as degrees and
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