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Resumen 
 

Introducción. En el contexto de los resultados de investigación contradictorias en el campo del estu-

dio dirigido a desentrañar las complejidades estructurales de las diferencias de género en el autocon-

cepto, en los las lenguas secundarias, se estudia el análisis de la interacción género × rendimiento, en 

los efectos de la perimera y segunda lengua, la L1 y la L2, en el  idioma alemán e inglés. Se asume de 

partida, que la activación en espinal a malestar interno, como una variable, de perspectiva significativa 

del autoconcepto, tiene efectos en las calificaciones de los estudiantes de sexo femenino, en particular. 

Método . Los datos fueron recogidos en una muestra de 256 estudiantes de noveno grado del alemán 

gramo del centro de una ciudad alemana. Para L1 y L2 la medición del autoconcepto se les administró 

dos escalas de materias específicas de autoinforme. Para medir su rendimiento en cada profesor de la 

asignatura de lengua aportó las calificaciones en competencias.   

Resultados. Con respecto a la L1 de idioma alemán, apareció sólo un efecto principal significativo en 

el logro de la variable de ambiente. Ni un efecto de género ni un logro × inter-género de acción se 

pudo demostrar. Por lo tanto, las diferencias interindividually existentes en autoconcepto, a favor de 

las estudiantes femeninas parecen reflejar en gran parte su mejor rendimiento  lenguaje nativo.  Con 

respecto a la lengua L2 o, asimismo, apareció un significativo efecto principal de la variable logro y 

también un efecto de interacción significativo género  × rendimiento. En el subgrupo de baja el logro 

de la de los estudiantes masculinos, apareción un significativo menor auto-concepto con resultados 

peores que sus homólogos masculinos, al menos para las últimas puntuaciones. 

Discusión. Especialmente, para el idioma Inglés L2, la interacción género × logro perfecta podría 

explicar diferencias significativas en el autoconcepto de los alumnos. En consecuencia, las diferencias 

no están asociadas a una visión de género languaje- que comúnmente  favorece a los estudiantes varo-

nes. El efecto de los estereotipos de género parece tener  una forma más compleja de mediación en los 

resultados.  En particular, parecen afectar a los estudiantes en el autoconcepto, en un nivel cognitivo –

motivacional, como con secuencia de los fallos en las experiencias. Como otras veces, el hallazgo  de 

las diferencias entre lenguas,  tanto la L1 y la L2, deberá seguir aclarándose.   

Palabras clave: aptitud verbal, autoconcepto verbal, lenguaje, aprendizaje de lenguas extranjeras, 

diferencias de género, angustia interna. 
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Gender and achievement differences in secondary  

students’ verbal self-concepts: A closer look beyond  

bivariate comparison 

Abstract 

Introduction. Against the background of contradictory research findings in the field the present study 

aimed at unraveling the structural complexities of gender differences in secondary students’ verbal 

self-concepts and, thus, analyzing possible gender × achievement interaction effects in the L1 German 

and L2 English language subject. According to an internal distress perspective significantly depressed 

self-concept scores for the female learners, in particular, at the low achievement level were assumed. 

Method. Data were gathered in a sample of 256 ninth grade students from German inner-city grammar 

schools. For measuring students’ L1 and L2 self-concept two subject-specific scales were adminis-

tered. For measuring their achievement in each language subject teacher competence ratings as well as 

(self-reported) marks were used.  

Results. With respect to the L1 German language subject, only a significant main effect of the 

achievement variable was found. Neither a gender effect nor an achievement × gender interaction 

could be demonstrated. Therefore, interindividually existing self-concept differences in favor of the 

female learners appeared to largely reflect their better achievement in the native language subject. 

With respect to the L2 language subject, likewise a significant main effect of the achievement variable 

but also a significant gender × achievement interaction effect occurred. Within the low achieving sub-

group the female learners displayed substantially lower self-concept scores than their male counter-

parts – at least concerning the latest mark criterion. Hence, they more strongly suffered from internal 

distress. 

Discussion. Especially, in the L2 English language subject a gender × achievement interaction effect 

could significantly explain differences in the learners’ self-concept. Consequently, these differences 

cannot merely ascribed to a gendered view of language subjects – which commonly favors the female 

learners. Gender stereotyping effects will operate in a more complex manner. In particular, they ap-

pear to affect the students’ self-concept not primarily as a matter of subject rather as a matter of cogni-

tive-motivational processing in the case of individually cumulated failure experiences – thus evidently 

unfavoring the female learners. However, the findings considerably differed across both the L1 and the 

L2 language subject and, thus, still need further clarification. 

Keywords: verbal self-concepts, language proficiency, foreign language learning, gender differences, 

internal distress.  
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Introduction 

 

Current conceptual perspectives and empirical findings on academic achievement 

broadly agree to regard the students’ cognitive-motivational orientations as an important de-

velopmental factor (Artelt, Baumert, Julius-McElvany & Peschar, 2003; DiPerna, Volpe & 

Elliott, 2001; Hattie, 2009; Lee & Shute, 2010). These cognitive-motivational orientations 

manifest as the students’ self-related beliefs which can refer to their subjective appraisals, 

explanations, and values of academic activities and outcomes. In particular, they substantially 

concern the individually existing perceptions of competence and control with respect to a cer-

tain educational setting. Developmentally, they can be understood both as consequences of 

previous academic experiences and as antecedents of future academic outcomes (Pintrich, 

2003). Theoretically, they can be defined as expectancy-value constructs which predict to a 

large extent how an academic situation is being either approached or possibly avoided. There-

fore, they considerably contribute to regulate the students’ individual engagement and learn-

ing behavior in the long term (Wigfield, Eccles, Schiefele, Roeser & Davis-Kean, 2006; 

Zimmerman & Cleary, 2009). 

 

Among these self-beliefs, the students’ academic self-concept has been evidenced as a 

cognitive-motivational key variable. In terms of self-perceptions and self-evaluations of one’s 

own capabilities, it is assumed to be multifaceted in nature and to be comprised of distinct 

subconcepts or components – which in particular refer to the students’ competence beliefs in a 

certain academic domain, subject, or with respect to a certain type of academic task. Accord-

ingly, in numerous educational and psychological studies these self-concept facets could be 

empirically separated (Byrne, 1996; Marsh & O’Mara, 2008). Across most diverse research 

designs and student samples, domain- or subject-specific self-concept variables have been 

consistently demonstrated to correlate with corresponding performance indicators in a differ-

ential manner and, thus, can explain a higher degree of convergent achievement variances 

than general measures of academic self-concept or global self-esteem (Bong, Cho, Ahn & 

Kim, 2012; Möller, Pohlmann, Köller & Marsh, 2009; Valentine, DuBois & Cooper, 2004). 

The formation and maintenance of academic self-concepts can be essentially explained as the 

result of comparative information processing, which evidently reflects various frames of ref-

erence. In particular, the students’ domain- or subject-specific self-concepts appear to develop 

by social (external) comparisons of their own academic outcomes with the outcomes of class-

mates and the average outcome level of their class or school environment (Seaton, Marsh & 
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Craven, 2009), by dimensional (internal) comparisons of their academic outcomes across dif-

ferent domains or subjects, and by criterion-related comparisons of their academic outcomes 

with decisive standards in a certain domain or subject (Dijkstra, Kuyper, van der Werf, Buunk 

& van der Zee, 2008; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2002). 

 

Gender Differences in Domain-Specific Self-Concepts 

 

However, the formation and maintenance of students’ academic self-concepts does not 

merely depend on their comparative processing of achievement information but also might be 

substantially affected by their gender. Though females and males display equal outcomes in a 

certain domain or subject they may significantly differ in their related self-beliefs (Skaalvik & 

Skaalvik, 2004). These differences must be considered, for the most part, as the result of gen-

der stereotyping practices which primarily take place in the family and school setting (Eccles, 

Jacobs & Harold, 1990; Marsh, 1989; Tiedemann, 2000). 

 

Thus, as the gender gap in mathematics achievement has apparently decreased 

throughout the past decades (Else-Quest, Hyde & Linn, 2010; Mullis, Martin, Goldberg & 

Stemler, 2000), self-concept differences favoring the males are to be found further on. Even 

when existing differences in mathematics test scores or grades were statistically controlled 

for, male students consistently reported higher self-concept scores than female students. Con-

sequently, gender differences in the mathematics self-concept can hardly be traced to related 

achievement differences but will rather be induced by domain-specific stereotypes (Brunner, 

Keller, Hornung, Reichert & Martin, 2009; Frenzel, Pekrun & Goetz, 2007; Marsh & Yeung, 

1998; Rustemeyer & Fischer, 2005; Sáinz & Eccles, 2012; Schilling, Sparfeldt & Rost, 2006; 

Steinmayr & Spinath, 2008). A number of studies could demonstrate that this gender-biased 

pattern in students’ self-concepts already appeared to emerge in the early elementary grades 

and to persist in the course of elementary school (Dickhäuser & Meyer, 2006; Herbert & Sti-

pek, 2005; Faber, Tiedemann & Billmann-Mahecha, 2011; Köller, Zeinz & Trautwein, 2008; 

Lindberg, Linkersdörder, Ehm, Hasselhorn & Lonnemann, 2013; Meelissen & Luyten, 2008; 

Tiedemann & Faber, 1995). 

 

Compared with this, similar gender differences in the verbal domain are less clear. 

With respect to the native language (L1) subject, empirical research findings mostly could de-

monstrate that female students outperformed their male classmates in reading and spelling 
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across various age levels and educational tracks, though these differences strongly varied in 

magnitude and often turned out rather small (Chiu & McBride-Chang, 2006; De Fraine, Van 

Damme & Onghena, 2007; Gambell & Hunter, 1999; Hay, Ashman & van Kraayenoord, 

1998; Rouxel, 2000; Steinmayr & Spinath, 2008; Winkelmann & Groeneveld, 2010). How-

ever, this advantage does not appear to be consistently associated with higher self-concepts in 

female learners. Most studies reported higher verbal self-concepts for female students (Berg 

& Klinger, 2009; Hay, Ashton & van Kraayenoord, 1998; Hergovich, Sirsch & Felinger, 

2004; Jacobs, Lanza, Osgood & Eccles, 2002; Rinn, McQueen, Clark & Rumsey, 2008; 

Wilgenbusch & Merrel, 1999). When statistically controlled for verbal competencies, the self-

concept differences between females and males diminished (Faber & Billmann-Mahecha, 

2012; Schilling, Sparfeldt & Rost, 2006) – indicating the females’ self-beliefs to be congru-

ently or even realistically in line with their performance level. On the other hand, some stud-

ies could not substantiate any gender differences in verbal self-concepts (De Fraine, Van 

Damme & Onghena, 2007; Faber, 2003; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2004). Moreover, when statis-

tically controlled for verbal competencies, the self-concept differences between females and 

males in some cases remained (Ehm, Duzy & Hasselhorn, 2011) or apparently increased in fa-

vor of the male students despite their lower outcomes (Frühauf, 2008; Treutlein & Schöler, 

2009). 

 

Furthermore, with respect to the foreign language (L2) subject there are similar re-

search findings. Here again, across various grade levels and educational tracks the female 

students consistently displayed better outcomes in learning English as a foreign language than 

male students (Hartig & Jude, 2008; Lehmann, Gänsfuß & Husfeldt, 2011; Nikolova, 2011; 

Nikolova & Ivanov, 2010; Schilling, Sparfeldt & Rost, 2006; Winkelmann & Groeneveld, 

2010; Zaunbauer, Retelsdorf & Möller, 2009). However, whilst some studies reported signifi-

cant self-concept differences favoring the female language learners (Dörnyei & Clément, 

2001; Du, 2012; Heinzmann, 2009; Henry, 2009; Schilling, Sparfeldt & Rost, 2006), other 

studies failed to demonstrate any gender differences in the L2 self-concept (Daniels, 2008; 

Helmke, Schrader, Wagner, Nold & Schröder, 2008; Holder, 2005; Krätschmar, 2010; Kur-

man, 2004; MacIntyre, Baker, Clément & Donovan, 2002; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2004; Zaun-

bauer, Retelsdorf & Möller, 2009). 
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Refining Research Perspectives on Gender Differences 

 

Taken altogether, empirical research findings on gender differences in verbal self-

concepts appear to be mixed and, thus, might be partially originate in methodological diversi-

ties across studies – e.g. in various grade levels, educational settings, and, not least, in validity 

problems of certain self-concept measures. For instance, some particular analyses concerning 

the students’ self-beliefs in the L2 subject had used aggregated composite scores of self-effi-

cacy and language anxiety (Dörnyei & Clément, 2001) or only affective value items to assess 

the self-concept variable (Henry, 2009). Consequently, a methodologically sound analysis of 

gender differences in verbal self-concepts should, most of all, use theoretically appropriate 

and empirically well proven instruments which are able to assess the students’ subject-spe-

cific appraisals and expectancies in a psychologically representative manner. 

 

With this principal reservation, those studies which could not substantiate any signifi-

cant gender differences in the students’ verbal self-concepts might have indicated, however, 

the female students to potentially underestimate and the male students to potentially overesti-

mate their language proficiency (Bornholt, Goodnow & Cooney, 1994; Cole, Martin, Peeke, 

Seroczynski & Fier, 1999; Watt, 2004). Accordingly, as several empirical analyses could cor-

respondingly demonstrate, female students commonly were more likely to perceive them-

selves defensively and thus were more likely to discount their competencies (Stetsenko, Little, 

Gordeeva, Grasshof & Oettingen, 2000; Stipek & Gralinski, 1991), whereas male students 

tended to maintain more ego-enhancing self-evaluations (Hattie & Marsh, 1996; Skaalvik & 

Skaalvik, 2004). In particular, female learners were more prone to internalizing and rumina-

tive reactions in the face of academic failure (Broderick, 1998; Frenzel, Pekrun & Goetz, 

2007; Kiuru, Leskinen, Nurmi & Salmelo-Aro, 2011). They adjusted their self-perceptions 

downward after experiencing failure (Crosnoe, Riegle-Crumb & Muller, 2007), and they ac-

cepted greater responsibility for bad academic outcomes (Bornholt & Möller, 2003; Georgiou, 

Stavrinides & Kalavana, 2007; Rijavec & Brdar, 1997; Rusillo & Arias, 2004; Tiedemann & 

Faber, 1995). In general, female students reported internal distress primarily after academic 

failure to a significantly greater extent than male students (Pomerantz, Altermatt & Saxon, 

2002; Ziegler & Stöger, 2002). Therefore, those research findings which could not demon-

strate any gender differences in verbal self-concepts might be explained by a typically ope-

rating gender bias in the cognitive-motivational processing of individually experienced failure 

– that is, in the case of a relatively or contextually lowered achievement level. Accordingly, at 
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the same (bad) achievement level female learners would display comparatively weaker com-

petence beliefs than their male counterparts. Thus, the possible impact of gender bias in ver-

bal self-concepts should be essentially moderated by the students’ individual achievement or 

proficiency level, or even specified with respect to academic failure situations. In terms of 

theoretical frameworking, gender differences in verbal self-concepts will not sufficiently be 

predicted by means of a gendered view hypothesis favoring female learners in general (Räty, 

Kasanen & Kärkkäinen, 2006). 

 

The need for a conceptually refined analysis of gender differences in verbal self-con-

cepts appears to be additionally supported by several empirical findings dealing with differen-

tial patterns in the relation between achievement and self-concept variables. In particular, so-

me of these findings could demonstrate the self-concept differences between low achieving 

and average or high achieving high school students being significantly strongest in magnitude 

(Haynes, Hamilton-Lee & Comer, 1998; Rao, Moely & Sachs, 2000). In contrast, another 

finding from secondary grades could show the self-concept differences between high and av-

erage achieving students being significantly greater than between average and low achieving 

students (Möller & Pohlmann, 2010). Furthermore, albeit using a general measure of aca-

demic self-concept, a particular study reported a stronger magnitude of gender differences in 

the subsample of low achieving seventh-graders (Lehmann, Gänsfuß & Peek, 2011). Al-

though these contradictory research outcomes do not allow for drawing a clear conclusion 

about the nature of achievement-related differences in verbal self-concepts, they nevertheless 

recommend an intensified use of multivariate analyses which should simultaneously clarify 

the relations among relevant self-belief and achievement constructs with the gender variable 

and, therefore, might warrant a more appropriate research perspective on the gender bias is-

sue. Unfortunately, many previous studies in the field had used bivariate methods to compare 

female and male self-concepts in the verbal domain. Therefore, their results might have left 

undiscovered actually existing differences with respect to certain achievement levels. 

 

Hence, a closer look on gender differences beyond bivariate comparison should con-

tribute to unravel the complexity of relevant gender differences. According to the perspective 

of the internal distress approach a multivariate analysis of gender differences in verbal self-

concepts which also includes various achievement levels should be able to identify relevant 

interaction effects. In particular, substantial self-concept differences between female and male 

students at a lowered achievement level should be assumed.   
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Objectives of the Present Study 

 

In order to comprehensively test the assumption that interindividually existing differ-

ences in the students’ verbal self-concepts might be sufficiently substantiated by an achieve-

ment level × gender interaction the bivariate comparison results of a previously investigated 

data set from a sample of secondary ninth-graders (Faber, 2012a) should be further analyzed 

by multivariate procedures. With respect to the German (L1) language subject, these prelimi-

nary results could demonstrate highly significant advantages in teacher competency ratings (d 

= -.70) and latest marks (d = 0.75) as well as in the L1 self-concept (d = -0.57) for the female 

students. With respect to the English (L2) language subject, neither in teacher competency 

ratings (d = 0.11) or latest marks (d = 0.11) nor in the L2 self-concept (d = 0.03) any signifi-

cant gender differences could be found (Figure 1). 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Gender differences in L1 German and L2 English achievement and self-concept  

measures: Results of bivariate comparisons (Faber, 2012a) 

 

Unexpectedly, against the typically reported research findings (Hartig & Jude, 2008; 

Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2004) only minor achievement differences in the L2 subject did occur. 

Moreover, they evidently did not have any impact on the students’ self-concept. At first glan-

ce, these results indicated a gender effect being strong in the L1 and weak in the L2 self-con-

cept. However, these results cannot clarify to what extent the higher L1 self-concept scores of 
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female learners would mirror their achievement advantage or also imply subject-specific 

stereotyping effects (Schilling, Sparfeldt & Rost, 2006). Furthermore, in both the L1 and L2 

self-concept they might still have masked actually existing gender differences within the low 

achieving subgroup, in particular potentially emerged underestimations and ruminative ap-

praisals to the disadvantage of the female students. Against this background, the present study 

aimed at examining the following research hypotheses: 

1. In the German (L1) subject self-concept differences should be best explained by a si-

gnificant main effect of related achievement variables. 

2. Mean differences in the L1 self-concept should be significantly strongest between the 

low and the average achieving subgroup, respectively. 

3. Under statistical control of the achievement variables, differences in the L1 self-con-

cept should be significantly explained by an achievement × gender interaction effect.  

4. Rather at the low (than at the average or high) achievement level female learners 

should report significantly lower scores in the L1 self-concept than male learners.  

5. In the English (L2) subject self-concept differences should be best explained by a si-

gnificant main effect of related achievement variables. 

6. Mean differences in the L2 self-concept should be significantly strongest between the 

low and the average achieving subgroup, respectively. 

7. Under statistical control of the achievement variables differences, in the L2 self-con-

cept should be significantly explained by an achievement × gender interaction effect. 

8. Rather at the low (than at the average or high) achievement level female learners 

should report significantly lower scores in the L2 self-concept than male learners. 

 

Method 

 

Participants 

The study was conducted with a sample of N = 256 students (144 females, 112 males) 

from 20 ninth-grade grammar school classes of a large urban catchment. In the German tripar-

tite system of strongly selective educational tracks this school type (“Gymnasium”) is the 

highest track. The students’ average age was 15.0 years (SD = 0.5). Their participation was on 

a voluntary basis and only with explicit parental consent. The predominant majority of partici-

pating students (N = 222) declared themselves to be born in Germany. With respect to the 

English and German achievement measures, the students who were not born in Germany did 

not significantly differ from their classmates (t-tests for independent samples: p > .05). 
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Procedure 

The self-belief and achievement data were gathered in the course of two class periods 

by two (advanced collegiate) test supervisors, respectively, who had been instructed in detail 

prior to the beginning of the test. This took place class for class and in the absence of the 

teaching staff. The teaching staff in charge collected additional competence data with corre-

sponding questionnaires for the German and English subject. 

 

Variables and Measurements 

The academic self-concepts in the L1 German and the L2 English were assessed using 

14 six-point Likert items for each language. They addressed the extent of subjective compe-

tence expectations with regard to meeting academic demands. In the majority, these question-

naire items originate from pertinent time-tested instruments, and they were presented in the 

economical grid style format (Baumert, Gruehn, Heyn, Köller & Schnabel, 1997; Faber, 

2012c; Rost, Sparfeldt & Schilling, 2007). The wording of the items for both language sub-

jects was strictly parallel. No explicit social or dimensional comparisons were verbalized. 

Sample item: “I try hard in English, but I do not perform very well.” It was possible to form 

two scales for measuring subject-specific self-concepts. The results of a confirmatory factor 

analysis showed an appropriate fit of the measurement model (Faber, 2012a). The latent self-

concept variables were correlated to a moderate extent (r = .36, p ≤ .001). For both scales the 

internal reliabilities turned out to be highly sufficient (Cronbach’s alpha α = .92 for German 

and α = .94 for English). High scale scores indicated positive perceptions and evaluations of 

the students’ own subject-specific competence (Faber, 2009). 

 

 Different indicators were used for assessing academic achievement in each language 

subject. Concerning relevant competence aspects, the respective teaching persons were asked 

to complete a questionnaire consisting of seven rating items. In particular, they concerned the 

students’ proficiency level in English and German – e.g. their competencies in reading com-

prehension, spelling, grammar, oral language use, composition (Faber, 2009). In terms of 

principal components analysis, these subject-specific teacher ratings could clearly be separat-

ed. Both factors could explain overall nearly 80% of the entire trait variance. For both teacher 

rating scales the internal reliabilities turned out to be highly sufficient (Cronbach’s alpha α = 

.95 for German and α = .95 for English). As additional performance information, the students’ 

latest school marks in both subjects were assessed. In agreement with studies of this kind that 
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cannot identify seriously biased limitations in the accuracy of judgment in comparable age 

groups, these grades were self-reported by the students (Kuncel, Credé & Thomas, 2005; 

Möller, Streblow, Pohlmann & Köller, 2006). The teacher ratings and grades proved to corre-

late in English to r = .72 and in German to r = .77 (p ≤ .001). Gender was included as a dum-

my variable (coding: male = 1, female = 2) in the analyses. 

 

Data Analyses 

Whereas the self-reported school marks in both language subjects were complete, 

among the self-concept items and teacher ratings there were a few missing data (amounting at 

most to 4.7 %). As these missings did not produce any systematic pattern they were treated as 

“missing at random” (MAR) and, therefore, were estimated by means of the two-step iterative 

EM algorithm (Enders, 2010). In order to rule out even minor classroom effects, for all va-

riables classwise z-standardized scores were calculated (Faber, 2012a). For determining the 

relative contribution of achievement level and gender to explain interindividually existing 

differences in both the L1 and L2 self-concept, first of all, separate two-way 3 × 2 analyses of 

variance (ANOVA) were run with the teacher competence ratings or the students’ latest 

marks, respectively, and gender as independent factor variables. Both achievement variables 

in each language subject were factorized using their empirical tertiles, thus, leading to the 

identification of a low, average, and high achieving subgroup in each case. Moreover, for ex-

amining mean self-concept differences among these achievement levels post hoc multiple 

comparisons were performed – using the Scheffé test which appears to be the most flexible 

and robust, though rather conservative procedure (Kirk, 1982). Self-concept differences be-

tween females and males within each achievement level were analyzed with two sample 

Welch t-tests (Ruxton, 2006). In order to adequately control the familywise Type I error rate, 

the alpha level for deciding statistical significance was adjusted with Holm’s sequential pro-

cedure (1979). Additionally, for all pairwise comparisons Hedges’ g (1982) was calculated as 

effect size which pools the n-weighted standard deviations of each subgroup under conside-

ration (Durlak, 2009). 

 

Results 

 

The results of two-way univariate variance analyses drew a quite different pattern 

across both language subjects. In the L1 German, the students’ self-concept could be best ex-

plained by a statistically significant main effect of the teacher competence ratings and the 
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latest marks, respectively (Table 1). Concerning the latest mark variable, the low achieving 

female learners reported a slightly lessened self-concept, though (Figure 2). However, this 

difference was marginal in nature. Overall, neither a significant main effect of the students’ 

gender nor a significant interaction effect between gender and achievement occurred. Interin-

dividually existing self-concept differences in favor of the female learners, therefore, ap-

peared to largely reflect their better achievement in the native language subject. 

 

Table 1. Effects of achievement and gender on L1 German and L2 English self-concepts:  

Results of two-way analyses of variance 

Dependent Variable: Self-Concept L1 German 

Factor Variables df F p η
2
 

Teacher Ratings 2,255 65.419 .000 .344 

Gender 1,255 3.260 .072 .013 

Teacher Ratings × Gender 2,255 0.458 .633 .004 

     
Latest Mark 2,255 85.271 .000 .406 

Gender 1,255 0.549 .459 .002 

Latest Mark × Gender 2,255 1.857 .158 .015 

 Dependent Variable: Self-Concept L2 English 

Factor Variables df F p η
2
 

Teacher Ratings 2,255 77.100 .000 .381 

Gender 1,255 2.795 .096 .011 

Teacher Ratings × Gender 2,255 3.422 .034 .027 

     
Latest Mark 2,255 120.667 .000 .491 

Gender 1,255 4.378 .037 .017 

Latest Mark × Gender 2,255 3.184 .043 .025 

Note. df = degrees of freedom, F = F-value, p = probability, η
2
 = effect size 

 

 

 In the L2 English, a similarly strong main effect of the teacher competence ratings and 

the latest marks, respectively, was found. For the latest marks but not for the teacher ratings 

also a significant main effect of the gender variable occurred. Furthermore, with respect to 

both achievement variables a significant interaction effect could be demonstrated – which still   

accounted for 27 and 25 per cent of the L2 self-concept variance (Table 1). It was the female 

learners who reported apparently lower self-concept scores at the low and, to a lesser extent, 

at the average achievement level than their male counterparts. At the high achievement level 

they displayed, if at all, somewhat higher self-concept scores. Hence, at the lower achieve-
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ment level the female learners seemingly experienced a stronger degree of failure awareness 

and, thus, a greater amount of internal distress (Figure 2). 

 

 

Figure 2. Gender- and achievement-dependent differences in L1 German and L2 English self-

concept scores (TR = teacher competence ratings, LM = latest mark, L = low,  

A = average,  H= high) 

 

 Moreover, additionally conducted post hoc comparisons revealed statistically signifi-

cant self-concept differences among all achievement groups (Table 2). In the L1 German as 

well as in the L2 English language subject the students’ verbal self-concepts throughout dif-

fered between all levels of teacher ratings and latest marks – each difference reaching a con-

siderably strong effect size. In particular, there was no increase in mean self-concept differ-

ences between the low and average achievement group. Thus, an individually emerging de-
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cline in the female learners’ L2 self-perceptions could not have been primarily engendered by 

a nonlinear association between the achievement and the self-concept variable. 

 

Table 2. Mean self-concept differences among L1 German and L2 English achievement levels: 

Results of post hoc comparisons using Scheffé’s test procedure 

L1 German Teacher Ratings   Latest Mark 

 Level 2 Level 3   Level 2 Level 3 

Level 1 -0.823 -1.488  Level 1 -0.982 -1.830 

g  L13 1.90  g  L13 2.52 

Level 2  -0.664  Level 2  -0.848 

g L12 0.98 L23 0.92  g L12 1.22 L23 1.19 

 L2 English Teacher Ratings   Latest Mark 

 Level 2 Level 3   Level 2 Level 3 

Level 1 -0.599 -1.469  Level 1 -0.985 -1.906 

g  L13 1.89  g  L13 2.88 

Level 2  -0.870  Level 2  -0.921 

g L12 0.70 L23 1.24  g L12 1.34 L23 1.36 

       Note. Level 1 = low, Level 2 = average, Level 3 = high achievement scores 

g = Hedges’ effect size (unsigned absolute value) 

Significance: p ≤ .001 for all mean differences 

 

 For further clarification of the gender × achievement interaction effect, which contrib-

uted to partially explain the L2 self-concept variance, pairwise comparisons between equally 

performing female and male learners were calculated. At first sight, the results of Welch t-

tests could substantiate remarkably lowered self-concept scores for the female learners in the 

lower group of teacher competence ratings and latest marks (Table 3). However, only the dif-

ference in the latest mark variable did not exceed the adjusted alpha level and turned out be-

ing statistically significant. This difference also reached a large effect size which accounted 

for more than a half standard deviation. Within the lower level of L2 marks, the female learn-

ers’ self-concept appeared to be more strongly depressed than the self-concept of their male 

counterparts. 

 

 

Discussion 

 

The present study aimed at unraveling the structural complexities of gender differen-

ces in secondary students’ verbal self-concepts and, thus, analyzing possible gender × achie-

vement interaction effects in the L1 German and L2 English language subject. According to 
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an internal distress perspective (Kiuru, Leskinen, Nurmi & Salmelo-Aro, 2011; Pomerantz, 

Altermatt & Saxon, 2002), significantly depressed self-concept scores for the female learners, 

in particular, at the low achievement level were assumed.  

 

Table 3. Mean z-scores in males’ and females’ L2 English self-concept: Results of multiple com-

parisons within achievement level 

 Teacher Competence Ratings Latest Mark 

 Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 

Male -0.473 0.128 0.686 -0.756 0.013 0.809 

Female -0.826 -0.215 0.886 -1.276 -0.126 0.893 

t 2.046 1.796 -1.472 2.708 0.961 -0.680 

p .022 .039 .073 .005 .169 .249 

α’ .010 .013 .017 .008 .025 .050 

g 0.40 0.43 0.33 0.67 0.15 0.16 

Note. t = t-value, p = one-tailed probability, α’ = adjusted alpha level 

g = Hedges’ effect size (unsigned absolute value) 

 

In the L1 German language subject the results of multivariate analyses could only de-

monstrate a significant main effect of the achievement variables. Hence, apparently existing 

gender differences in the L1 self-concept were in line with the female learners’ better 

achievement. Therefore, they could not be explained by an internal distress bias. Compared 

with this, in the L2 English language subject the results of multivariate analyses could sub-

stantiate a significant gender × achievement interaction effect. Contradictory to related re-

search findings reported elsewhere (Hay, Hamilton-Lee & Comer, 1998; Rao, Moely & 

Sachs, 2000) mean self-concept differences were not significantly strongest between the low 

and average achieving subgroup. However, within the low achieving subgroup the female 

learners displayed significantly lower self-concept scores than their male counterparts – at 

least with respect to the latest mark variable. With respect to the teacher competence ratings, 

this effect also appeared but did not reach statistical significance. Methodologically, this par-

ticular finding undoubtedly results from the conservative procedure of alpha adjustment. Con-

ceptually, it might indicate the latest marks to provide more salient information to the stu-

dents’ self-perceptions than the teacher ratings – which, in turn, might not have been suffi-

ciently communicated in the EFL classroom. Nevertheless, in the L2 English language subject 

the internal distress hypothesis could be principally supported. Interindividually existing self-

concept differences appeared to be gender biased at the lower achievement level and, thus, 

essentially were associated with the female learners’ depressed self-beliefs. Obviously, they 
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more strongly suffered from internalizing, even ruminative responses to failure experiences 

than equally achieving male learners. In the long term, they might be at risk for motiva-

tionally less adaptive self-regulation strategies which should additionally hinder their acad-

emic development. 

 

At least with respect to the L2 English language subject, the findings of the present 

study lent partial support to an internal distress perspective on gender differences in the stu-

dents’ related self-concept. Hence, interindividually existing differences in L2 learners’ com-

petence beliefs cannot merely be ascribed to a gendered view of language subjects – which 

commonly favors the female learners (Räty, Kasanen & Kärkkäinen, 2006; Williams, Burden 

& Lanvers, 2002; Steffens & Jelenec, 2011). Gender stereotyping effects will operate in a 

more complex manner. In particular, they appear to affect the students’ self-concept not pri-

marily as a matter of subject but rather as a matter of cognitive-motivational processing in the 

case of individually cumulated failure experiences – thus evidently unfavoring the female 

learners. Consequently, the issue of gender bias in the L2 self-concept must be more generally 

traced to a constraint in female learners’ motivational coping resources. Additional support 

for this perspective comes from similar findings concerning task-specific self-beliefs in the L2 

English language subject. It was also the female learners who reported a considerably higher 

amount of worry and emotionality cognitions than the equally achieving male learners (Faber, 

2012b). Future research should, therefore, scrutinize the developmental influences which con-

tribute to the females’ stronger vulnerability to internal distress (Papadakis, Prince, Jones & 

Strauman, 2006) – e.g. analyzing the role of parents’ and teachers’ impact on motivational 

orientations and coping strategies (Kurtz-Costes, Rowley, Harris-Britt & Woods, 2008; Mee-

ce, Glienke & Askew, 2009). 

 

Taken altogether, the findings considerably differed across both the L1 and the L2 

language subject. Against the most empirical evidence from related research (Hartig & Jude, 

2008; Lehmann, Gänsfuß & Husfeldt, 2011; Schilling, Sparfeldt & Rost, 2006; Winkelmann 

& Groeneveld, 2010) in the sample under consideration no gender differences in the L2 Eng-

lish language achievement could be found. Moreover, as the developmental associations be-

tween the students’ L1 skills and L2 proficiency are well proven in general (Sparks, 2010; 

Van Gelderen, Schoonen, Stoel, de Glopper & Hulstijn, 2007), the female learners’ advantage 

in the native language did not transfer to their foreign language outcomes. Even though a 

similar finding could be demonstrated elsewhere in a small sample of secondary foreign lan-
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guage learners (Dewaele, 2007), these twofoldly unexpected results deserve further attention. 

They emphasize, in any case, the need for relevant replication studies which also should in-

clude other educational tracks, grade levels, and alternate achievement measures. Likewise, 

these studies should seek to clarify why the internal distress phenomenon in female learners 

did not analogously emerge at the L1 low achievement level. 

 

Not least, the findings of the present study convincingly underline the need for multi-

variate analyses of gender differences in the field of academic self-concept research. Only bi-

variate comparison methods must fail to uncover the complex relations among the students’ 

gender, self-beliefs and achievement. Albeit being preliminary in nature, the findings might 

offer useful implications for instructional settings, yet. From the perspective of the internal 

distress issue they point out the multiple determination of emergent gender differences in the 

verbal domain and, thus, recommend educational assessment procedures which should not 

simply infer the students’ motivational orientations from their currently existing outcomes. In 

particular in the case of lasting failure experiences, rather an individualizing and disentangling 

exploration of their academic self-beliefs is needed (Martin, 2010). 
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