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"May I acquire the serenity to accept the things I cannot
change, the courage to change the things I can, and the
wisdom to know the difference."
(vrij naar oude bede)
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PREFACE
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the final text.
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researches.
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Saskia Kunnen
Zuidlaren, 1991
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INTRODUCTION

The research described in this book concerns the development of competence-
motivation, perceived competence and perceived control in physically handicap-
ped children.

Practitioners have frequently noticed that many handicapped children have a
low competence-motivation, a low or non-realistic perceived competence and a
low perceived control. This is considered a major problem, because these
variables strongly influence school performance, later career, general happiness
and well-being. Competence-motivation determines the kind of actions indi-
viduals engage in, and via this their amount of learning. Good motivation is
related to well-being, pleasure in school and good performances, independent of
actual competence (Hermans, 1971, 1975). Perceived competence has an
important function in the interaction between individuals and their environment.
Optimally, perceived competence is realistic at a concrete factual level, and posi-
tive at a global, evaluative level. People need a realistic picture of their own
specific competences in order to determine adequately what activities suit them
(Otto, 1989). A positive evaluation of one’s own competence is essential for
general well-being. In addition, low perceived competence leads to non-effective
task-behaviour and worse performances (Meyer, 1983). Perceived control, the
feeling that one can influence one’s world and functioning, is considered an
important determinant of both perceived competence and motivation (DeCharms,
1976, 1980). High perceived control is related to high aspiration level, adequate
task-behaviour and alertness (Lefcourt, 1976).

In practice there is a strong need for intervention-methods to increase
competence-motivation and the level and adequacy of perceived competence in
children with a physical handicap. The methods currently available are either too
global, or are not well suited for this special group of children. Developing an
intervention-method which suits the needs of these children is not possible, how-
ever, without detailed knowledge of their specific problems. Because the empiri-
cal data concerning this topic are scarce and inconsistent, our research aims to
investigate these problems.

Theoretically, differences in competence-motivation, perceived competence
and perceived control are expected between children with and without a physical
handicap. The individual development of competence-motivation, perceived com-
petence and perceived control is supposed to result from interaction between the
child and the environment, and the ’goodness of fit’ between them (Lerner, 1981;
Messer, 1990). Systematic differences in child-characteristics, environmental
characteristics and the goodness of fit are theoretically assumed and for some
aspects empirically proven for handicapped children. These differences are
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expected to result in systematic differences in competence-motivation, perceived
competence and perceived control.

The group of physically handicapped children is very heterogenous, with
regard to kind and severity of the handicap, and presence of additional handi-
caps. In order to compare such a heterogenous group with a control group by
means of a matching procedure, a large number of handicapped children would
be required. This was not possible in a four year-project. Therefore we reduced
the variance by restricting the group under investigation to physically
handicapped children without salient other handicaps, either mental or perceptual,
who attend a special primary school for handicapped children. Almost all
children were handicapped from birth.

The remainder of this book is divided into two broad sections. The first
discusses the differences between handicapped and non-handicapped children
which are described in the literature and the differences which are theoretically
expected, the second presents the results of our empirical investigations. Our
empirical data include a cross-sectional comparison of handicapped and non-
handicapped children, and, in addition, the results of a three-year longitudinal
study of a subgroup of the children.

Chapter 1 starts with an overview of empirical data found in the literature
with regard to differences in motivation, perceived competence and attributional
preferences (as indication of perceived control) between handicapped and non-
handicapped children. In chapter 2, we go on to present some recent theories
concerning competence-motivation, perceived competence and attributions
(especially with regard to the control-dimension). Theories concerning their
development are discussed in chapter 3. In chapter 4 an overview of specific
factors influencing the development of the variables is given. We conclude this
chapter with a description of our model. In chapter 5 expected or proven
differences with regard to these factors between handicapped and non-handicap-
ped children are discussed. These differences result in hypotheses concerning
differences in competence-motivation, perceived competence and perceived
control between both groups. Chapters 6, 7, 8 and 9 contain a description of the
methods and the results of the investigations carried out in order to test these
hypotheses. Chapter 10 concerns the empirical confirmation for our model from
our findings. Longitudinal results concerning differences in development between
both groups are discussed in chapter 11. Finally, chapter 12 considers the impli-
cations of the results for the applied work with handicapped children and for the
theory concerning the development of motivation, perceived competence and
perceived control.


