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SUMMARY

Compared are the effects of cooperative, competitive, and individualistic
learning experiences on the self-esteem and perceived personal acceptance
by the teacher of nonhandicapped and severely handicapped students in a
mainstream setting. Thirty students (18 nonhandicapped and 12 trainable
retarded) were randomly assigned to conditions stratified on the basis of
handicap and sex. They participated in a bowling class which met for one
hour per week for eight weeks. The results indicate that those in the
cooperative condition had higher self-esteem and perceived more personal
acceptance from the teacher than did the students in the competitive and
individualistic conditions. Handicapped students reported higher self-
esteem than nonhandicapped students.

A. INTRODUCTION

Schools are moving rapidly to educate handicapped students with
nonhandicapped peers in mainstream settings due to the impetus of laws
such as PL-42-142. Many educators, however, fear that placing handicap-
ped students into direct interaction with nonhandicapped peers will dam-
age the self-esteem of handicapped students. Whether the self-esteem of
handicapped students increases or decreases may depend on how the in-
teraction between handicapped and nonhandicapped students is structured.
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There are three ways in which cross-handicap interaction may be struc-
tured (1, 3): cooperative, competitive, and individualistic. In a cooperative
situation students can achieve their goals if and only if all other students
with whom they are cooperatively linked achieve their goals; in a competi-
tive situation if and only if all other students with whom they are competi-
tively linked fail to achieve their goals; in an individualistic situation
student’s goal attainments are unrelated and independent of each other.
Each instructional goal structure promotes a different pattern of student-
student interaction, which, in turn, may affect self-esteem. While there is
some evidence that higher self-esteem results from cooperative than from
individualistic learning situations (4), there is a scarcity of evidence con-
cerning the relative impact of all three goals structures on the self-esteem of
both handicapped and nonhandicapped students.

The present study compared the relative impact of cooperative, compet-
itive, and individualistic situations on the self-esteem of regular junior high
school students and severely handicapped students who are placed within
the same instructional situation.

B. METHOD

Subjects were 30 junior high school students (18 female, 12 male) be-
tween the ages of 13 to 15 from three different schools in a midwestern
metropolitan area. Nine were from a public, nine from a Catholic and 12
from a school for severely handicapped (trainable) who were selected on the
basis of a diagnosis of Down Syndrome. The nonhandicapped (NH) stu-
dents were selected on the basis of having had little previous bowling
experience and as being interested in learning how to increase their bowling
performance. The handicapped (H) students were selected on the basis of
being able to understand the basic instructions given in the study and to
communicate verbally well enough to indicate their needs, were able to
handle the rudimentary requirements of bowling, and were judged by their
teachers to be relatively free of aberrant behavior. All were randomly
assigned to conditions stratified for handicap and sex, so that 10 (six NH
and four H) were in each condition (six females and four males). An equal
number of NH and H males and females were in each condition.

The independent variable consisted of a cooperative (COOP), competi-
tive (COMP), or individualistic (IND) condition. In the COOP condition Ss
were instructed to maximize their group bowling score to meet a set
criterion (improvement of the group’s score by 50 pins over the previous
week); in the COMP condition to maximize their own score in order to
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outperform the other Ss in their condition. After each bowling session, Ss
were rank-ordered on the basis of their bowling scores and informed of
their rank. In the IND condition Ss were instructed to maximize their
individual scores to meet a set criterion (improvement by 10 pins over their
score of the previous week).

Ss participated in a bowling class that met for one hour per week for
eight weeks. At the beginning of each session the goal structure of the
condition was reviewed. Bowling instruction occurred every other frame.
On the alternate frames the goal structure instructions were reviewed. On
the last day of the study Ss completed the self-esteem and teacher-
acceptance scales. The self-esteem scale consisted of three items; “I am just
as important in bowling class as the other students,” “I feel T am doing a
good job of learning to bowl,” and “I like to have the teacher watch me
bowl.” The two items in the teacher-acceptance scale were; “In bowling my
teacher likes me the way I am” and “In bowling my teacher iikes me as
much as he/she likes other students.” These items were taken from the
Minnesota School Affect Assessment (2); both scales have demonstrated
validity and reliability. The items were read to the handicapped students.
After the bowling classes were completed the purpose of the study was
explained to all Ss.

The three teachers, all experienced, received over 90 hours of training in
how to conduct the three instructional conditions. They were given a
prompting card outlining exactly what they were to do and say in each
condition. They were randomly assigned to and rotated across conditions
so that each worked with each condition at least two times during the
study.

C. REsuLTs

Ss in the COOP condition had higher self-esteem, F(2, 24) = 3.202, p <
.06 (COOP H = .91, NH = .61; COMP H = .58, NH = .38, IND H =
.75, NH = .72), and perceived the teacher as being more personally
accepting, F(2, 24) = 2.42,p < .11 (COOP H = .87, NH = 1.00; COMP
H = .62, NH = .58; IND H = .75, NH = .75), than did the students in
the other two conditions. Handicapped students had higher self-esteem
than did nonhandicapped students, F(1, 24) = 2.81, P < .10.

D. Discussion

The results indicate that cooperative learning experiences promoted
higher self-esteem to a greater degree than competitive and individualistic
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learning experiences; they corroborate the previous findings (4) and extend
them to junior high school and to handicapped students. Competition
seemed especially destructive of self-esteem for severely handicapped stu-
dents. Students in the cooperative condition perceived the teacher as being
more accepting of them as persons than did the students in the competitive
and individualistic conditions. The finding that handicapped students have
higher self-esteem than do nonhandicapped students may reflect the nature
of Down Syndrome rather than be indicative of mental retardation in
general.
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