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CHAPTER 1
EMPIRICAL FINDINGS CONCERNING DIFFERENCES IN

COMPETENCE-MOTIVATION, PERCEIVED COMPETENCE
AND

ATTRIBUTIONS BETWEEN HANDICAPPED AND NON-
HANDICAPPED CHILDREN

In practice there appears to be considerable agreement that physically
handicapped children often have a low competence-motivation and a
perceived competence which is either too low or unrealistically high.
However, the same level of agreement is not found in the literature.
Although research on this topic is limited, it is sufficient to conclude that
the results are inconsistent with each other and also with the ideas of
practitioners. A complicating factor in interpreting results from literature
is that the variables investigated are often not exactly the same, and
sometimes not clearly defined. To prevent confusion, we will start by
giving the definitions we use, and relating these to comparable concepts
that are used in the literature.

1.1 Definitions

The definition we use for competence-motivation is: the motivation to
engage and to perform well in achievement-related activities. In our
researches these activities are restricted to school-tasks. Concrete behav-
iours considered to be manifestations of competence-motivation are:
preference for tasks of moderate challenge, preference for working
without help, interest in the activity itself, persistence, and exploration.
Our concept of competence-motivation is comparable with the term
achievement-motivation. In the literature, there is no agreement as to
whether competence-motivation is always intrinsic motivation, which is
the motivation to engage oneself in an activity because of the activity
itself and the intrinsic reward of success. We consider intrinsic motiv-
ation for achievement-related tasks comparable with competence-motiv-
ation.
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Perceived competence is the whole complex of beliefs about one’s
own competences. It is part of the self-concept. Self-esteem is the evalu-
ation of the self-concept.

Attributions are the causes to which people ascribe events and per-
formances. These causes can be classified, among others, as internal or
external and as controllable or non-controllable. Probably reference to
controllable attributions can be considered to be an indication of per-
ceived control over outcomes.

In the literature many different concepts and terminology are used.
Sometimes different terms are actually used as synonyms, but in other
cases they are related to but not the same as the concepts we use. In our
discussion of the literature we have used the original terminology. A
glossary is provided in the end of the book with the definitions and
descriptions of the concepts.

In the next section we discuss empirical investigations concerning
differences between handicapped and non-handicapped children. Some of
these investigations concern concepts related but not identical to the
concepts that we want to investigate. For instance, we discuss findings
concerning self-esteem in the subsection about perceived competence.
This is done because no research concerning perceived competence has
been found.

1.2 Differences between handicapped and non-handicapped children

Competence-motivation:
Handicapped preschool children (age three and four) are found to show
less persistence, less preference for challenging tasks and to spend more
time unfocused than non-handicapped children. These behaviours are
generally assumed to be indications of competence-motivation. Matching
the children on IQ did not influence the results. Similarly, severity of the
handicaps (mainly spina bifida and cerebral palsy) had no influence
(Jennings et al., 1988). Wasserman et al. (1985) compared orthopedically
handicapped children without central damage and non-handicapped
children between six and twenty-four months. They found that the
handicapped children showed less social initiative, were less willing to
separate from their mothers, showed less focused play, less language-
production, were less compliant and had increased distractibility and
lower IQ at age two. Several of these behaviours may be interpreted as
exploration and persistence, i.e. as components of motivation. Several
other studies found no differences in competence-motivation in
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schoolchildren (Richardson et al., 1964; Fairchild, 1967) and preschool--
children (Heckhausen & Oswald, 1969).

Perceived competence:
In some studies self-esteem in handicapped schoolchildren is found to be
lower (Richardson et al., 1964; Harvey & Greenway, 1984). However
Fairchild (1967) found no differences in mean level, but did find some
indications, though only at an observational level that handicapped
children were unrealistic in their self-esteem. Östring (1982) and Parish
(1978) also found no differences in self-esteem or self-concept between
handicapped and non-handicapped schoolchildren. Research overviews
(Cruickshank, 1956; Fairchild, 1967) indicate that handicapped children
have more feelings of inferiority and a lower or less realistic perceived
competence, and that the influence of a handicap is more salient in higher
socio-economical classes.

Perceived control:
The few researches concerning attributions in handicapped children
suggest that they have lower perceived control. Eggland (1973) found
that children with cerebral palsy in grade one and four more frequently
make attributions to external (and non-controllable) causes than non-
handicapped children. Handicapped adolescents are found to view much
of the control of their life as being imposed upon them rather than self-
determined (McDaniel, 1976). Lynch & Arndt (1973) found that handi-
capped children show a tendency towards self-blaming (attributing failure
to non-controllable internal causes) following frustration that increases
during development from six to thirteen years.

The inconsistent results are probably caused by differences in instru-
ments, methods and subjects. Fairchild used a projective test for measur-
ing competence-motivation, the validity and reliability of which are
disputable. Richardson used free self-description. However, only a small
number of children expressed opinions with regard to competence-
motivation. This may have occurred because a free self-description does
not invite children to express their feelings and attitudes with regard to
competence-motivation. Heckhausen and Oswald (1969) used the choice
of challenging tasks as measure for competence-motivation. As we shall
see in chapter 3, preschool children lack the ability to choose challenging
tasks in a realistic way because they do not have the cognitive capacities
to weigh task-difficulty and competence. With only one exception,
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(Lynch & Arndt, 1973), development is not taken into account. The
information available in the literature is not concrete and consistent
enough to form a basis for developing interventions. To develop inter-
vention methods, we need more specific information about the deve-
lopment of competence-motivation, perceived competence and attribu-
tions in handicapped children, and we also need a theoretical model
which enables us to explain these problems and to develop adequate
intervention-methods. The first step in this dissertation is to develop a
theoretical model for making predictions about expected differences
between children with and without a handicap. If these predictions are
supported, our model will have been confirmed. The model can then be
used as a basis for developing intervention methods. The development of
the model was based on an analysis of recent theories about competence-
motivation, perceived competence and attributions. An overview of these
theories is presented in chapter 2.


