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Many parents enroll their children in organized activities or encourage par-
ticipation in individual activities because they believe that such involve-
ment is good for them or builds confidence. In addition, parents may select
specific activities based on their perceptions of what is appropriate for girls
or boys. For example, they are more likely to enroll their daughters in art or
ballet and to enroll their sons in Little League. Beyond anecdotal evidence
shared between parents, does participation in organized activities have an
impact on children’s attitudes or self-beliefs? Do the kinds of activities or
the amount of participation matter? Finally, how is participation in gen-
der-differentiated activities related to later attitudes and beliefs?

Recent research has documented the positive benefits of involvement
in extracurricular activities for adolescents, linking activity involvement
to positive social, emotional, and academic outcomes (e.g., Eccles & Bar-
bet, 1999; Mahoney & Cairns, 1997), and to later positive social outcomes
such as more prestigious occupations, civic engagement, voting, and vol-
Unteering in one’s community (e.g.,, Youniss, McLellan, Su, & Yates,
235
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1999). In addition, adolescents who are involved with extracurricular ac.
tivities are less likely to become involved in problem behaviors (e.g., Eccleg
& Barber, 1999; Mahoney, 2001). Although the literature relating ac tivity
involvement with positive outcomes has primarily focused on the period of
adolescence, a few studies suggest that individuals who are involved with
extracurricular activities in middle childhood also have more positive
psychosocial and academic outcomes (e.g., McHale, Crouter, & Tucker,
2001; Posner & Vandell, 1999). :

If, as suggested by previous research, involvement in extracurricular ac-
tivities is related to positive developmental outcomes, it is important to un-
derstand why children choose to become involved and stay involved in
particular types of activities. If we are to encourage children to become in-
volved in activities at young ages, it is also critical to understand the corre-
lates of activity choice and sustained involvement. For example, we know
that children prefer activities that are congruent with their gender
(McHale, Crouter, & Tucker, 1999); however, very little is known about the
role gender may play in the kinds, types, or breadth of activities children
choose during middle childhood. In addition, although theoretical links be-
tween self-perceptions and activity choices have been made (e.g., Eccles et
al., 1983), we have much to learn about the ways in which early extracurric-
ular involvement may impact the development of self-perceptions, activity
interest, or long-term engagement in activities during middle childhood.

The goal of this chapter is to begin to explore these issues, both concep-
tually and empirically. We begin by briefly reviewing the links between pos-
itive outcomes and extracurricular activities during both adolescence and
middle childhood, and then turn to some of the factors that may be related
to early activity choice, including self-concept, task values, and long-term
involvement in specific activities. We also explore some of the ways in
which extracurricular activities during this age period may vary by gender,
including type of activity, number of activities, time spent on various activ-
ities, and dispersion of involvement. Finally, we provide some empirical
evidence related to gender differences in extracurricular activities and re-
lations to later outcomes.

FACTORS RELATED TO ACTIVITY CHOICES
IN MIDDLE CHILDHOOD

Although extracurricular involvement has been associated with various
outcomes, very little is known about the types and amounts of activities in
which children are involved during middle childhood, and how children
develop preferences for various kinds of activities. Involvement in extra-
curricular activities develops within the contexts of children’s lives, thus,
we believe that it is important to consider the motivational factors that



11 ACTIVITY CHOICES IN MIDDLE CHILDHOOD 237

lead children to choose one set of activities over another. For example,
children are unlikely to remain involved in activities that they do not
value or those in which they feel incompetent or unsupported. In addi-
tion, they are apt to become involved in activities that match their gen-
der-typed beliefs about what a boy or a girl should do rather than those
that do not. By the same token, involvement in extra-curricular activities
is likely to help shape values and self-competence over time, and these be-
liefs, in turn, may reinforce the desire to continue participating. We expect
a variety of factors to be related to activity involvement in middle child-
hood, including task values, self-perceptions, gender, and parental sup-
port. Each of these factors is now reviewed briefly.

Task values

According to some of the modern expectancy-value theories (e.g., Eccles
et al., 1983: Feather, 1988; Wigfield & Eccles, 1992), an individual’s val-
ues for particular goals and tasks can help explain why a child chooses one
activity over another. Two types of values that are likely to play arole in ex-
tracurricular activity choices are attainment value and intrinsic value. We
define attainment value as the personal importance of doing well on the
task, and link it to the relevance of engaging in a task for confirming or
disconfirming salient aspects of one’s self-beliefs (see Eccles, 1987). Intrin-
sic value is the enjoyment the individual gets from performing the activity,
or the interest the individual has in the subject. We have found that values
are closely linked to how children and adolescents choose to spend their
time. For example, even after controlling for prior performance levels,
task values predict involvement in sport activities, as well as course plans
and enrollment decisions in mathematics, physics, and English (Eccles &
Harold, 1991; Eccles & Wigfield, 1995). Others also have found that in-
terest or intrinsic value is highly related to involvement in sports (Garton
&Pratt, 1987); that fun or enjoyment is the most often reported reason for
continued involvement in sports (Wankel & Berger, 1990); and that ado-
lescents choose leisure activities that they consider intrinsically motivat-
ing and challenging (Larson, 2000).

In addition, values for leisure activities may change, as children get
older. For example, in a longitudinal study of changes in children’s values,
we found declines across the elementary school years for valuing of music
and sports (Wigfield et al., 1997). Wigfield and Eccles (1992) suggested
that during the early elementary school grades, the subjective value of a
task may be primarily characterized by children’s interests in the task, thus,
young children’s choices of different activities may stem from their inter-
ests in those activities. At young ages, interests may shift fairly rapidly, so
that children may try many different activities for a short time before de-
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ciding which activities they enjoy the most. During the early and midde
elementary school grades, children’s sense of the usefulness of different ac.
tivities, especially for future goals, may not be very clear, and so this com.
ponent may only be understood later. If such a shift in values for the sams
activity occurs, it would be tantamount to engaging in a task due to the in.
trinsic value of the task (interest) in childhood, but staying engaged ovey
time due to utility values (perceived usefulness).

Self-Perceptions of Competence

A second part of our model is perceptions of competence or self-concept.
This is the part of the self-system that is typically thought of as “earned”
based on competence and interests, and the competence component is of.
ten labeled self-competence or self-esteem. According to numerous theories
(e.g, attribution theory, self-efficacy theory, self-worth theory) children are
more motivated to select increasingly challenging tasks when they believe
that they have the ability to accomplish a particular task (e.g., Bandura,
1994). Thus, the child who feels competent at playing the clarinet in middle
childhood is likely to be motivated to continue to play music and to push on
to greater heights (e.g., trying out for a competitive music ensemble or try-
ing more difficult passages of music).

We have found that self-competence beliefs are related to achievement
in a variety of domains, even after controlling for previous achievement ot
ability (e.g., Eccles, 1987; Eccles, Adler, & Meece, 1984; Eccles, Wigfield,
Harold, & Blumenfeld, 1993). In addition, Harter (1998) has suggested
that self-esteem and motivation are enhanced when one values those ac-
tivities at which one is competent. This suggests that the relations be-
tween individuals’ subjective task values and competence perceptions will
be important for understanding how children choose to allot their leisure
time among different activities. According to Harter (1998), the ability to
form congruent hierarchies of task values and competence beliefs should
lead to higher self-esteem and continuing motivation, whereas incongru-
ent hierarchies of beliefs will lead to negative self-esteem and lowered mo-
tivation. For example, individuals may cope with being incompetent in
baseball by lowering the value they attach to it and by enhancing the value
they attach to another sport or another activity domain. Several studies
have provided support for the close links between self-concept and values
(Jacobs, Lanza, Osgood, Eccles, & Wigfield, 2002; Harter, 1990). This
work suggests that children’s values for various leisure activities are likely
to change as they refine their perceptions of self-competence, increasing
the value they attach to some activities while decreasing the value they at-
tach to others. These attitudinal changes, of course, are related to the fact
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that their actual competence is likely to be increasing if they spend more
time on the specific activities that are valued.

Gendcer

Our previous research has revealed gender-typed differences for attitudes
about sports, social activities, English, and music (e.g., Eccles et al., 1993;
Jacobs et al., 2002) across a variety of age groups. In addition, children pre-
fer activities that are congruent with their gender and also participate in
gender-typed activities more often than in gender atypical activities. Inter-
estingly, during middle childhood, activity preferences are more gender
typed than either children’s gender role attitudes or their gender-typed per-
sonality qualities (McHale et al., 1999). Gitls spend more time outside the
home in organized activities, taking lessons, doing academic activities, en-
gaging in outdoor play and socializing, whereas boys spend more time out-
side the home in unorganized activities (McHale et al., 2001; Posner &
Vandell, 1999) and in team sports (Eccles & Barber, 1999; Larson & Verma,
1999; McHale et al., 2001).

In addition, the gender of siblings and parents has been implicated in
children’s activity choices, with male sibling dyads engaged in more male
gender-typed activities than any other group (Stoneman, Brody, &
MacKinnon, 1986), and children involved in more activities that fathers
than mothers endorse (McHale et al., 1999). It appears that one of the main
ways in which children express gender identity is by participating in and val-
uing gender-appropriate activities; however, very little is known about how
gender may play a role in the amount, types, or breadth of activities in which
children are involved at different ages.

Parental Encouragement

Although children may become interested in some types of activities without
any adult input, most activities that are available to children during middle
childhood are the result of socialization on the part of parents,' teachers, or
other adults. This is especially true for organized activiries that some re-
searchers suggest are most beneficial (Larson, 2000). Over the years, numer-
ous studies have linked parenting practices to children’s achievement
motivation (see Eccles, Wigfield, & Schiefele, 1998, for a review); however,
few researchers have focused on how parents motivate, encourage, and sup-
port their children as they participate in a variety of activities.

It is important to note that we use the term parents in this review of the literature, although in later
sections of the chapter our data examines only mothers’ influence, and mothers and fathers may affect
patterns of activity involvement in different ways.
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We have developed a model of parental influence on achievement morj.
vation in a variety of contexts (Eccles et al., 1983) that includes severy]
ways in which parents influence their children: (a) by the general so.
cial-emotional climate they offer and by their general childrearing beliefs;
(b) by providing specific experiences for the child (e.g., enrollment in les.
sons, involvement in church activities); (c) by modeling involvement ip
valued activities; and (d) by communicating their perceptions of the
child’s abilities and expectations for performance. The environment, role
modeling, and messages that parents provide regarding the value they at-
tach to various activities are expected to influence children’s motivation
to pursue any particular activity. Over time, children make their own deci-
sions and have their own values for particular activities and integrate these
beliefs into their self-systems.

We have tested and found support for each of the four components of pat-
ent influence for achievement in a variety of domains, including both
in-school and out-of-school activities (e.g., see Jacobs & Eccles, 2000, for a
summary). In this chapter, however, we focus only on the ways in which the
experiences parents provide for their children are influenced by their per-
ceptions of their children’s abilities and interests and parents’ valuing of the
activity domain (e.g., sports, music, math, science). We know from our pre-
vious work that parents’ perceptions of their children’s abilities, their expec-
tations for their children’s success, and their gender stereotypes predict
children’s self-perceptions of competence and their actual achievement,
even after previous indicators of achievement are controlled (e.g., Jacobs,
1991; Jacobs & Eccles, 1992). In this way, parents appear to play the role of
“interpreters of reality” for their children (Eccles, Adler, & Kaczala, 1982).
Although little work has been done to relate these same facrors to children’s
involvement in activities, in one study, parents were more likely to provide
extra sports experiences for their children if they believed that the children
were interested in the activity and had sports ability (Fredericks, 1999). We
expect parents’ beliefs about their children’s abilities as well as their own val-
ues to be highly related to the opportunities they provide for their children.
In addition, parents also may be more likely to provide experiences for their
children that fit existing expectations for gender-appropriate activities (e.g.,
enrolling their daughters in dance lessons and their sons in peewee football).

OUR RECENT RESEARCH ON ACTIVITY
PARTICIPATION DURING MIDDLE CHILDHOOD

We have briefly reviewed the factors that we believe play a major role in
children’s activity choices during middle childhood, providing evidence
from our previous work for an expectancy-value model of activity choice
that includes the importance of individual identity markers (such as gen-
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der) and socializers (such as parents). We turn now to an examination of re-
cent data that addresses our hypotheses about the importance of these
factors during the middle childhood years. We examined gender differences
in Grade 1 through Grade 6 children’s leisure participation by types of activ-
itics, number of activities, and breadth of activities. In addition, we related
activity participation in middle childhood to later value and perceived com-
petence in varjous activity domains. Finally, we examined the effect of con-
centration in one activity type in middle childhood and its relation to later
value and perceived competence in the same type of activity.

Participanis and Design

The analyses reported here used data that were collected as part of the
Childhood and Beyond (CAB) study, a longitudinal project employing a co-
hort-sequential design. Data were collected from three cohorts of children
and their parents between 1989 and 1999; beginning when Cohort 1 was in
kindergarten, Cohort 2 was in Grade 1, and Cohort 3 was in Grade 3. Data
for the analyses reported here were collected from children when they were
in early middle childhood (Grade 1, Grade 2, and Grade 4); again when
they were in late middle childhood (Grade 3, Grade 4, and Grade 6); and fi-
nally, when children were in adolescence (Grade 7, Grade 8, and Grade 10).
Children attended 10 public, elementary schools in four middle-class
school districts in the suburbs of a large midwestern city. Activity participa-
tion, children’s activity-related values, and self-concept data used in the
analyses reported here were collected via questionnaires answered during
school class time by approximately 500 children (50% female). Data about
number, type, and frequency of activities, as well as mothers’ values about
activities were collected from the same children’s mothers via mailed ques-
tionnaires during this same time period.

GENDER DIFFERENCES AND LONGITUDINAL
TRENDS IN ACTIVITY PARTICIPATION

Children’s activity participation was assessed by asking mothers to list the
specific activities in which their child was involved and to describe how
much time and how frequently the child participated. Mothers’ reports of
children's activity participation were used because we believe that mothers’
reports are likely to be more reliable than children’s reports during rhe early
elementary school years.

We then assigned each individual activity listed by mothers to one of the
following categories: (a) team sports (e.g., basketball, soccer); (b) individual
sports (e.g., tennis, gymnastics, swimming, karate); (c) academic activities
(e.g., creative writing, homework, math enrichment); (d) music/drama orga-
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nized activities (e.g., playing a musical instrument, vocal music lessons, or
choir, dance, drama); (e) hobbies (e.g., crafts, model making, collections); (f)
group activities (e.g., church groups, scouting, day-camp, community pro-
grams). Based on these assignments, we computed the total number of ac-
tivities in which children participated across categories, the number of
activities in each category for each child and the total number of caregories
for each child as a way to compare overall level of activity and variety of ac-
tivity involvement.

As can be seen in Fig. 11.1, older children participate in activities
slightly more than younger children; and this age difference is apparent for
both girls and boys. Repeated measures ANCOVAs were conducted that
included gender as a between-subjects variable and activity participation
at three time points as a within-subjects variable (cohort was also included
as a covariate to control for the effects of age at time one). These analyses
revealed significant differences by grade, with children involved in signifi-
cantly more activities as they got older, F (2, 276) = 2.86, p < .03; how-
ever, the number of hours of activity involvement did not differ
significantly with age. Interestingly, no significant differences were found
between girls and boys, although the trend was clearly one of gitls having
slightly higher involvement in extracurricular activities at all ages during
this time period. In addition, no significant differences between boys’ and
girls’ total amount of time spent on extracurricular activities was found.

Total Number of Activities

Grade

FIG. 11.1.  Average total number of activities by gender.
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FIG. 11.2.  Average number of activities in each category by gender.

A quick glance at Fig. 11.2, however, suggests that although boys and girls
may be participating in similar numbers of activities, their involvement in
any particular category of activity is not similar. As expected, boys partici-
pated in significantly more ream sports than girls, F (1, 277) = 112.44,p <
001. Gitls’ participation was significantly higher than boys, however, for in-
dividual sports, F (1, 277) = 6.72, p < .01, hobbies, F (1,277) = 6.07,p <
.05, music/drama activities, F (1, 277) = 66.12, p < .001, and organized
group activities, F (1, 277) = 5.31, p < .05.

The fact that girls and boys are participating in almost the same number
of activities, but that girls are more involved in almost every category of ac-
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tivities suggests that the major gender difference in activity involvement
during middle childhood is the dispersion of activities rather than the totg]
number (or total amount of time spent). We investigated this hypothesis by
examining several measures of dispersion. We created a total category vari.
able, a homogeneity index” and three proportion variables: proportion of activi-
ties in team sports (number of team sports/total number of activities), the
proportion of activities in individual sports (number of individual sports/total
number of activities), and the proportion of activities in music/drama (number
of music/drama activities/total number of activities).

We next examined each of these variables to assess any gender differences.
Not surprisingly, girls were involved in more activity categories chan boys, F (1,
277) = 5.69, p < .05. When we examined the proportion of activities in team
sports, individual sports, and music/drama out of total number of activities, we
found that boys were involved in a larger proportion of team sports than girls, F
(1,277) = 126.66,p < .001. In addition, girls were involved in a greater propor-
tion of individual sports than boys, F (1, 277) = 4.93, p < .05. In addition, girls
spent a greater proportion of their total activities in music/drama than boys, F
(1, 277) = 59.30, p < .001. The proportion of total activities spent in team
sports, individual sports, and music/drama is illustrated in Fig. 11.3.

Finally, the homogeneity index allowed us o capture the individual pro-
portions just described in a single index, ranging from .04 to 1.00, with num-
bers closer to one indicating greater homogeneity. It is interesting to note
that children’s activity participation became significantly less homogeneous
after the first wave, F (2, 276) = 4.11, p < .05. In addition, this measure re-
vealed that boys’ activity participation was more homogencous than that of
girls, F (1,277) = 12.33, p < .001 (girls’ average homogeneity index = .33;
boys’ average homogeneity index = .40).

These findings indicate that, as has been suggested previously (e.g.,
McHale et al., 2001), gender differences in activity participation exist in mid-
dle childhood. However, the differences are not found in the number of activi-
ties in which girls and boys participate, but in the types of activities. Boys are
participating primarily in team sports, whereas girls participate in a more di-
verse array of activities that include team sports, as well as individual sports,
music/drama, hobbies, and clubs. In addition, these gender differences in dis-
persion of activities begin early and continue through middle childhood.

RELATIONS BETWEEN ACTIVITY PARTICIPATION,
PERCEIVED COMPETENCE, AND TASK VALUES

Although we can describe the pattern of activity involvement and how it
differs by gender, if we are to comprehend why children choose to be in-

*The homogeneity ratio was calculated as follows: [(number of team sportsfrotal number of activi-
ties)” + (number of individual sports/total number of activities)* + (number of academic activities/total
number of activities)” + (number of hobbies/total number of activities)” + (number of music/drama ac-
tivities/total number of activities)” -+ (number of group activities/total number of activities)*].
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FIG. 11.3.  Proportion of total activities spent in team sport, individual sports, and
music/drama by gender.

volved in one activity versus another in middle childhood we need to exam-
ine some of the correlates of particular activity choices. The research
reviewed earlier indicates that activity involvement is valuable for children;
therefore, it is important to understand the ways in which their beliefs and
those of their parents may be related to such involvement. The Eccles ex-
pectancy-value model suggests that perceived competence, task values,
and parents’ attitudes and behaviors may each contribute to the activity
choices that children make. Our earlier empirical work has typically fo-
cused on academic choices rather than on extracurricular choices, but we
believe that the same relations are likely to be found for activity involve-
ment. In short, children are unlikely to choose to spend time on activities
that they do not value or at which they feel incomperent. In addition, time
spent on activities in any given domain is likely to lead to higher values and
perceptions of competence over time for similar activites.

To test these relations for extracurricular activities during middle child-
hood, we assessed the impact of activity participation during middle child-
hood on later (early adolescence) task values and self-perceptions of ability
in two domains—sports and the arts. Children’s self-perceptions of ability
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and task values were assessed when children were in Grade 1, Grade 2, ang
Grade 4 and again when they were in Grade 3, Grade 4, and Grade 6, using
7-point Likert-type scales. Self-concept of music ability was measured with 5
5-item scale (o0 = .74 —.94) containing questions such as “How good are you
at playing a musical instrument?” Sports self-concept was assessed with g
5-itemscale (00 = .84 —.94) with items such as “How good at sports are you?”
A 3-item scale (00 = .86 —.93) was used to assess music values (e.g., How im.-
portant is being good at music to you?). Sports value was assessed with a
4-item scale (ot= .58 —.92), using similar measures.

We began by looking simply at the relations between earlier domain-spe-
cific values and self-perceptions of competence and later activity participa-
tion within the same domain (controlling for gender because we already
know that participation in these activities varies by gender). Interestingly,
we found that sports self-concept and values at Grade 1, Grade 2, and Grade
4 each predicted team sports participation 2 years later (self-competence: b
=.27,p < .001, R? = .24; values: (b = .15; p < .01, R* = .20), but neither
sports values nor self-competence predicted later participation inindividual
sports. Likewise, music values and self-competence at wave 2 were not sig-
nificantly related to participation in music activities 2 years later.

We were surprised to find that these results provided only minimal sup-
port for our expectation that prior self-concept and values would be re-
lated to later participation in a variety of activities. Indeed, these findings
suggest that early domain-specific perceptions of competence and values
are not necessarily related to later activity participation; the relations ap-
pear to depend on the specific activities. In the case of team sports, the re-
lationships may be due to the fact that children in this country begin to be
involved in team sports at young ages, thus, they may have formulated
both self-perceptions and values by early in middle childhood and these
are related to continued involvement. These domain-differences may be a
result of the availability of particular activities at early ages (e.g., team
sports) or knowledge about the activities (¢.g., watching older siblings play
soccer or baseball).

Activity Self-Perceptions of Competence

We next turned the tables and examined the effects of participation in
activities on later domain-specific values and perceptions of compe-
tence. Specifically, we examined the relations between activity partici-
pation in Grade 3, Grade 4, and Grade 6 on perceived competence in
music and sports and value for music and sports in early adolescence
(Grade 7, Grade 8, and Grade 10). We used blockwise regressions to do
this, entering gender as the first block, and prior (Grade 1, Grade 2, and
Grade 4) self-perceptions or values in the specific domain (sports or arts)
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in the second block as a control. The number of activities in which the
child participated in the particular activity domain was entered in Block
3. For example, if the outcome variable was sports self-concept in adoles-
cence, gender was entered in the first block, sports self-concept in early
middle childhood (Grade 1, Grade 2, and Grade 4) was entered in the
second block, and participation in sports (team and individual were run
separately) in late middle childhood (Grade 3, Grade 4, and Grade 6)
was entered in Block 3.

We found that in the areas of team sports and music, individuals who par-
ticipated in more domain-specific activities in late middle childhood had
significantly higher self-perceptions of competence in that domain in eatly
adolescence, even after controlling for gender and prior self-perceptions in
the same domain (team sports: b = .21, p < .001; music: b = .24, p < .001).
The same pattern was not found for individual sports. In addition, we found
main effects for gender in the expected direction for each domain (team
sports: b = .30; p < .001; individual sports: b = .30, p < .001; music: b =
~.21,p < .001). Overall, the combination of variables accounted for 26% of
the variance in self-perceptions of competence in team sports, 24% in indi-
vidual sports, and 14% in music. Thus, activity involvement in later middle
childhood is related to self-perceptions of ability 4 years later; however, as in
our earlier analyses, it appears that the relations between activity involve-
ment and self-perceptions are activity-specific.

Activity Values. The same analysis strategy was used to test the role of
gender, prior values, and activity participation in predicting later domain-
specific values. We found that individuals who participated in more do-
main-specific activities had significantly higher values for those particular
activities, even after controlling for gender and prior values (team sports: b
=30, p < .001; individual sports: b = .13, p < .05; music: b = .22, p <
.001). Once again, main effects for gender in the expected direction were
found for all activity values (team sports: b = .28, p < .001; individual
sports: b = .28, p < .001; music: b = .17, p < .01). Overall, the combina-
tion of variables was able to account for 22% of the variance in task values
for team sports, 16% in individual sports, and 9% in music.

The impact of activity concentration on self-perceptions ot ability was
tested using the same block-wise regression method. We measured concen-
tration of activities as described earlier (an individual’'s number of do-
main-specific activities divided by the total number of activities reported by
that individual); thus, ratios closer to 1.0 show greater concentration of ac-
tivities. We found that those who had higher concentrations of activities in
one domain in Wave 4 had higher self-perceptions of their abilities 4 years
later (team sports: b = .22,p < .001, R* = .27; individual sports: b = .13,p <
05, R* = 25; music: b = .22, p < .001; R* = .12). Main etfects for gender
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were also found (team sports: b = .33, p < .001; individual sports: b = .33, p
< .001; music: b = —.22, p < .001).

These analyses provide support for two important points that we raised
in our earlier review. First, prior values and self-perceptions are related to
later sports team participation over a 2-year period in middle childhood;
however, the relationship was not found in other activity domains. This
suggests that values and self-perceptions in some areas may not be very
well developed due to lack of experience with the activity or for other rea-
sons. Second, activity participation during middle childhood (number of
activities and concentration) is related to values and self-perceptions 4
years later, even after controlling for prior values and self-perceptions. In-
deed, the links between activity participation and self-beliefs span middle
childhood into adolescence.

RELATIONS BETWEEN MOTHERS' PERCEPTIONS
OF CHILDREN'S COMPETENCE, TASK VALUES,
AND CHILDREN'S ACTIVITY PARTICIPATION

Another important component of our previous work and of the Eccles’
model is the role of socializers in children’s activity choices (see Jacobs &
Eccles, 2000, for alonger review). As we suggested earlier, children are more
likely to become involved in activities that their parents value (especially at
the youngest ages), and they are more likely to stay involved in activities
that their parents encourage and support. We provide some evidence for
that perspective from mothers of the same middle school children that we
have been describing.

Mothers’ values were assessed via questionnaire during the same time in
which children’s data were vathered, by asking, “How important is it to you
that (child) does well in sports/music?” Answers were given ona | to 7 re-
sponse scale; 1 (Not at all important), 7 (Very important). Mothers” percep-
tions of their children’s abilities in each domain were assessed by asking,
“How good is your child in sports/music?” Mothers responded on a 1 to 7 re-
sponse scale: 1 (Not good at dll), 7 (Very good).

We again used blockwise regressions, with gender entered in the first
block, children’s self-perceptions of ability in a given activity domain in
the second block (as a control for prior ability), and mothers’ ratings of
the importance of the activity domain in the third block (each of these
predictors was measured when the children were in Grade 1, Grade 2,
and Grade 4). We examined the effects of these predictors on children'’s
activity participation, self-perceprions of ability, and value for that
activity in Grade 3, Grade 4, and Grade 6. We found that mothers’ beliefs
about the importance of participation in domain-specific activities were
significantly related to later participation in team sports (b = .18, p <
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001, R = .30) and in music/drama activities (b = .19, p < .001, R? =
.15), even after controlling for gender and children’s prior abilities. As
before, main effects for gender were found (team sports: b = .44, p <
001 music: b = 34, p < .001).

We conducted a similar set of analyses with the same predictors, but with
children’s self-perceptions of ability and values for the particular activity do-
mains as dependent variables. We found that mothers’ earlier ratings of the
importance of the activity domain were significantly related to their chil-
dren’s later self-perceptions of ability in the same domain (sports: b = .17, p
< .001, R* = .33; music: b = .20, p < .001, R* = .13), even after controlling
for prior perceptions of ability. Main effects were again found for gender in
sports only (b = .41, p < .001). Similarly, we found that mothers’ ratings of
the importance of domain-specific activities were significantly related to
their children’s valuing of the same activities 2 years later (sports: b = .14, p
< .010, R* = .23; music: b = .13, p < .05, R* = .08). Main effects for gender
wete also found for sports only (b = .19, p < .001).

The previous analysis indicated a significant relationship between
mothers' and children’s values for sports and music, after controlling for a
variety of other factors. To directly test the differences between their values,
we conducted a repeated-measures ANOVA with mothers’ and child’s
value for sports and music at Wave 2 (Grade 1, Grade 2, and Grade 4) and
again 2 years later, including gender as an independent variable and cohort
as a covariate. We found that mothers valued sports significantly less than
children at both Wave 2, F (1, 451) = 140.89, p < .001, and Wave 4, F (1,
375) = 25.16, p < .001. Mothers also valued music significantly less than
their children at Wave 3, F (1, 439) = 3.97, p < .05; however, at Wave 4,
mothers valued music significantly more than their children, F (1, 366) =
31.14, p < .001. In addition, boys and mothers of boys valued sports
significantly more than girls or mothers of girls at both waves and the gender
effect was reversed for music at both waves.

[n summary, these results suggest a very consistent pattern that is not
unlike many of our earlier findings about rthe importance of parents’
beliefs for their children’s academic self-perceptions and values (e.g.,
Jacobs, 1991; Jacobs & Eccles, 1992; Parsons, Adler, & Kaczala, 1982). It
is clear that if mothers believe that particular activities are important,
their children are more likely to participate in those activities as well as
to value the activities themselves. In addition, children whose mothers
value particular activities feel more self-competent in those domains
(probably as a result of greater participation). Importantly, these
relationships were observed over a period of 2 years and across Grade 1
through Grade 6. It also is clear that mothers’ and children’s values and
participation are gender-typed, with higher participation and valuing of
the arts for girls and of sports for boys.
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CONCLUSIONS

We began this chapter by discussing previous research that has consis-
tently linked activity involvement with positive outcomes for adolescents,
and to a lesser extent, for children in middle childhood. Although those
findings suggest that extracurricular activities are valuable, more infor-
mation is needed about different patterns of activity involvement and the
psychosocial factors that may be linked to such involvement if we, as par-
ents and professionals, are to create conditions that will maximize the
benefits of activity involvement. In order to do this, we need to know
much more about what contributes to activity choice and sustains chil-
dren’s involvement over time. Using the Eccles’ model, we highlighted
four factors that might be expected to contribute to activity choice during
this developmental period: gender, self-perceptions of ability at a given ac-
tivity, activity value or importance, and parental support for the activity.
We presented support for each of these potential contributors from our
previous research that is largely on academic achievement, and then pro-
vided corroborating evidence from our study of children’s activity choices
in middle childhood and adolescence.

What can we conclude? Not surprisingly, gender differences in activity
participation begin eatly and continue throughout middle childhood. Al-
though girls and boys participate in the same numbers of activities, they
participate in different activities and girls try a wider variety of activities.
Boys are involved in a large number of activities that fall into the category
of team sports. Although girls participate in team sports, they are partici-
pating in them less frequently than boys, giving girls more time to explore a
wide variety of activities, as evidenced by their greater participation in in-
dividual sports, arts activities, hobbies, and clubs. We tried to capture this
differential dispersion of activity involvement by calculating a homogene-
ity index; counting the number of categories in which a child was involved,
and creating scores for the proportion of activity involvement in each cat-
egory. No matter how we calculated it, the picture was the same—boys’ ac-
tivity participation was significantly more homogeneous than that of gitls.
During middle childhood, boys are already limiting the types of activities
in which they are involved.

Does this difference in dispersion of activities matter in the long run? Al-
though it is not possible to answer that question completely from the analy-
ses presented here, we found that self-perceptions of competence and values
during adolescence are clearly linked to earlier activity participation during
middle childhood (number of activities and concentration), even after con-
trolling for prior values and self-perceptions. Qur previous work indicates
that boys have significantly higher self-perceptions of competence in sports
than do girls at all ages (Jacobs et al., 2002), and that, on average, these be-
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liefs decline over time for both boys and girls. A potential explanation for
this finding is boys’ greater concentration of activities in the sports arena.

This point leads to another major conclusion that we can draw from our
previous work, as well as the data presented—activity participation is highly
related to later self-perceptions of competence and values. This relationship
holds across 4 years and across a variety of domains, even after prior do-
main-specific values and competence are controlled. This highlights the im-
portance of early activity participation for constructing a set of self-beliefs
and values that may determine whether or not the child stays engaged in the
activity or chooses other similar activities. Early values and self-perceptions
did not predictlater participation in activities; however, except in the area of
team sports. These findings were somewhat of a surprise, because we have
typically found relations in that direction. This may have been due to the
young ages at which we tested these links; children in the early elementary
grades may not yet have enough experience with many activities to have
strongly differentiated values and self-perceptions.

The role of parents is also important. Although children may excel in one
area or another and prefer one type of activity instead of another, they are
not able to become involved in organized activities without some adult’s
help during middle childhood, and this help is most likely to come from a
parent. The fact that more boys end up in team sports and girls in individual
sports is related to the opportunities available and the choices made by par-
ents, as much as it is to children’s preferences in the eatly grades. We found
that children are more likely to participate in activities, as well as value the
activities if mothers believe that those particular activities are important.
Children whose mothers value particular activities also feel more self-com-
petent in those domains. Although we did not test the role of fathers in the
analyses presented here, our previous studies have shown the influence of
fathers’ attitudes on children’s achievement to be similar to that of mothers
(e.g, Eccles, et al., 1983; Jacobs, 1991). It is also important to note that, al-
though parents play a pivotal role in influencing activity choices, children
may be influenced by other adults in their lives (e.g., teachers, coaches, or
club leaders). In addition, siblings and friends are likely to influence chil-
dren’s decisions to participate in particular activities.

The current results are consistent with the Eccles’ model of parent social-
1zation for achievement and with our earlier findings about the importance
of parents’ beliefs for their children’s academic self-perceptions and values
(e.g., Jacobs, 1991; Jacobs & Eccles, 1992; Parsons et al., 1982). The ties be-
tween parents’ values and the choices they make for their children’s involve-
ment in extracurricular activities are apt to be even stronger than for
academic achievement because extracurricular activities are completely op-
tional. Parents are unlikely to pay for lessons, buy equipment, or encourage
their children to participate in activities that they find objectionable or that
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do not coincide with their perceptions of what is appropriate for their child’s
gender, social class, or age. This may explain why few boys are enrolled in
dance classes or art lessons, options that many parents may not consider for
their sons and that some parents may find inappropriate for males.
Parents are most likely to encourage activities that they value and do
what they can to get their children interested in pursuing them. It is impor-
tant to remember that parents’ roles may shift as their children mature, from
providing exposure, opportunities, and role modeling in the early phases of
activity choice to providing encouragement and guidance for activities that
their children choose at later points in development. As children get older,
parents may begin to “react” to children’s ideas about activity involvement
rather than to initiate all aspects of involvement (see Jacobs & Eccles, 2000,
for longer description of this process). As we suggested earlier, children may
or may not stay involved in the activities that they sample during middle
childhood for a variety of reasons. They may lose interest, feel less compe-
tent as competition becomes stronger, or decide to spend more rime on just
one or two activities. We found that the number of activities and types of ac-
tivities children are participating in declines to some extent during late mid-
dle childhood; however, the hours of extra-curricular participation do not.
This suggests that children may be refining their likes and dislikes and
spending more time on those activities that have value to them. Itis clearly a
very complex process, one that takes place over time and across many incer-
actions. We are continuing to explore the processes that underlie both con-
tinuity and change across time in varied settings and across activities.
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