
This is a self-archived version of an original article. This version 
may differ from the original in pagination and typographic details. 

Author(s): 

Title: 

Year: 

Version:

Copyright:

Rights:

Rights url: 

Please cite the original version:

CC BY-NC-ND 4.0

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

Children’s beliefs concerning their school performance at the end of the first grade in
Finland

© 2022 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group

Published version

Eskelä-Haapanen, Sirpa; Pakarinen, Eija; Lerkkanen, Marja-Kristiina

Eskelä-Haapanen, S., Pakarinen, E., & Lerkkanen, M.-K. (2023). Children’s beliefs concerning
their school performance at the end of the first grade in Finland. Early Child Development and
Care, 193(3), 305-318. https://doi.org/10.1080/03004430.2022.2089132

2023



Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=gecd20

Early Child Development and Care

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/gecd20

Children’s beliefs concerning their school
performance at the end of the first grade in
Finland

Sirpa Eskelä-Haapanen, Eija Pakarinen & Marja-Kristiina Lerkkanen

To cite this article: Sirpa Eskelä-Haapanen, Eija Pakarinen & Marja-Kristiina Lerkkanen (2022):
Children’s beliefs concerning their school performance at the end of the first grade in Finland, Early
Child Development and Care, DOI: 10.1080/03004430.2022.2089132

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/03004430.2022.2089132

© 2022 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group

Published online: 17 Jun 2022.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 185

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=gecd20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/gecd20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/03004430.2022.2089132
https://doi.org/10.1080/03004430.2022.2089132
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=gecd20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=gecd20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/03004430.2022.2089132
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/03004430.2022.2089132
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/03004430.2022.2089132&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-06-17
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/03004430.2022.2089132&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-06-17


Children’s beliefs concerning their school performance at the end
of the first grade in Finland
Sirpa Eskelä-Haapanen , Eija Pakarinen and Marja-Kristiina Lerkkanen

Department of Teacher Education, University of Jyväskylä, Jyväskylä, Finland

ABSTRACT
This study examines primary-school children’s beliefs about their school
performance at the end of their first school year in Finland and
feedback that they have received, and furthermore possible gender
differences between these beliefs. Children from Grade 1 (N = 544),
approximately 7 years old, were interviewed. The data were assessed
using problem-driven content analyzis and inductive reasoning. The
analyzis revealed ten categories of children’s beliefs regarding their
school success and failure. The results showed that more than one-third
of the children believed that they were succeeding well at school. More
boys than girls mentioned that they succeeded in mathematics, and
more girls than boys mentioned that they succeeded in literacy. Based
on the interviews, teachers rarely gave feedback. Even less feedback
was reportedly given by teachers when the children believed that they
were performing poorly. Therefore, different modes of giving feedback
and the way feedback is provided should be carefully considered.
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Introduction

Numerous studies have shown that early school years are significant for later school performance
and academic success (e.g. Hamre & Pianta, 2001; Viljaranta, Lerkkanen, Poikkeus, Aunola, &
Nurmi, 2009). In particular, the significance of a child’s self-concept of ability at the beginning of
their schooling has been studied intensively (e.g. Arens et al., 2016; Bong & Skaalvik, 2003; Dapp
& Roebers, 2018; Marsh & Martin, 2011; Musu-Gillette, Wigfield, Harring, & Eccles, 2015). Children
starting school typically manifest a high level of motivation (e.g. Lerkkanen, Kikas, Pakarinen, Poiko-
nen, & Nurmi, 2013) and a self-concept of a learner (Wigfield & Eccles, 2000). In the early school years,
one’s self-concept as a learner is based on a social comparison among peers and feedback obtained
from the environment (Weidinger, Steinmayr, & Spinath, 2019). Finland has one of the highest inter-
national indexes of gender and social equality in society (United Nations Development Program,
2018; World Economic Forum, 2018). Also, the Finnish school system has been considered as
equal for all. For example, it provides highly equal educational opportunities irrespective of the stu-
dents’ socio-economic background, gender, and place of residence (Välijärvi & Sulkunen, 2016).
However, gender differences in school achievements have increased over the last decade despite
government actions. For example, recent PISA (OECD, 2019) results have shown that boys’ perform-
ance in reading achievement has been declining over past decades compared to girls and the differ-
ences between boys and girls are now the fifth largest among OECD countries. This discrepancy
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makes Finland an interesting context to investigate gender differences in early school years and give
empirical evidence on the potential early effects of nature and nurture in a Finnish school environ-
ment. An important factor is to consider teacher’s perception of gender in early years classrooms
because teachers play an important role in the development of a child’s self-concept of a learner
(Aunola, Leskinen, Onatsu-Arvilommi, & Nurmi, 2002; Watts et al., 2015), and a positive self-
concept of ability is related to better learning outcomes and higher academic achievement when
children direct their behaviour and effort in their learning situations (Wigfield et al., 1997). It has
also been demonstrated that children’s negative beliefs and self-concepts as learners formed
during the early school years are difficult to change (Patrick, Mantzicopoulos, Samarapungavan, &
French, 2008). Thus, it is of great importance to increase our understanding of the formation of chil-
dren’s self-concepts of ability at the beginning of their school careers when they start to receive
more systematic feedback on their performance. This study draws on sociocultural approach to
learning and development (Vygotsky, 1978) which highlights learning through interactions
between teacher, students, and peers in the classroom. In the current qualitative study on individual
beliefs, we have focus on the interaction between teacher and students and furthermore we wanted
to give voice to children themselves about learning experiences they have met in their learning
interaction.

Children’s self-concepts as learners and their motivation to learn have been studied extensively,
as have their connections to learning outcomes (e.g. Viljaranta et al., 2009; Wigfield & Karpathian,
1991) using self-ratings and the comparison between low learning outcomes, learning difficulties,
and lack of motivation (e.g. Nurmi, Hirvonen, & Aunola, 2008). However, young children’s own under-
standings of their abilities have seldom been studied (Freedman-Doan et al., 2000). Children’s per-
ceptions of their own performance have been examined (e.g. Eccles, O’Neill, & Wigfield, 2005;
Eccles, Wigfield, Harold, & Blumenfield, 1993; Wigfield et al., 2015), as have students’ areas of interest,
and on the other hand, things that children do not yet know (Skaalvik, 1994). Furthermore, the
importance of feedback in building one’s self-concept as a learner has been examined in detail
(e.g. Dermitzaki & Efklides, 2000; Pesu, Viljaranta, & Aunola, 2016), especially from the perspective
of formative assessment and feedback delivery (Hattie & Timperley, 2007). What has not yet been
studied is the child’s perceptions of his or her own competence in conjunction with the provision
of feedback. In addition, possible gender differences in young children’s self-reported beliefs and
in sources of feedback have also not yet been considered. Finally, the feedback received by children
about their school success or failure has not been studied before in terms of the young children’s
own voices.

Consequently, the aim of the present study was to examine primary-school children’s own beliefs
concerning their school performance. In addition, we were interested in the possible gender differ-
ences in children’s beliefs, as well as in the children’s beliefs about the feedback they received.

Children’s achievement-related beliefs and gender differences

Achievement-related beliefs play a vital role in school settings by directing students’ behaviour and
effort in learning situations (e.g. Bandura, 1997; Eccles et al., 2005; Wigfield, Eccles, Schiefele, Roeser,
& Davis-Kean, 2006). Children’s beliefs about themselves, such as their expectations of success, and
the values placed on achieving a task are also influenced by perceptions of other people in the
environment (Eccles & Wigfield, 2002). Even young children have justified beliefs about their own
abilities before the beginning of formal schooling (e.g. Eskelä-Haapanen, Lerkkanen, Rasku-Putto-
nen, & Poikkeus, 2017). However, first graders’ self-beliefs generally differ across subjects and activi-
ties (Eccles, 1993). In addition, boys in the first grade typically manifest high interest and beliefs in
physical competence and math, while girls show more interest in reading and music (Eccles,
1993; Freedman-Doan et al., 2000; Marsh & Yeung, 1998). There is no previous research on gender
differences in how young girls and boys themselves, based on their own beliefs, conceptualise
their school performance and the feedback they receive. Children with similar performance levels
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may even have very different opinions of their abilities (Wigfield & Eccles, 2002), and those self-
beliefs are mostly focused on academic performance (e.g. Sylva, 1994).

Children’s expectancies for success predict how they manage different tasks (Wigfield et al., 2006)
and how their positive beliefs of their own abilities affect the direction of their effort in certain tasks
(Wigfield et al., 2015). Several decades ago, research established some awareness of how, on the one
hand, school shapes children’s beliefs of their success and academic performance (Sylva, 1994), but
on the other, children’s own beliefs of themselves as learners have a powerful influence on their aca-
demic performance (e.g. Weidinger et al., 2019; Wigfield et al., 2015). Motivated young children with
positive beliefs about their competences at school typically show high effort and engagement in
learning (Wigfield, Eccles, & Rodriguez, 1998), do well at school (Eccles, 1993), and choose more chal-
lenging activities (Bandura, 1997). In contrast, a decrease in one’s self-concept of ability has been
associated with lower academic performance (Nurmi & Aunola, 2005).

In one study, Hicks, Liu, and Heyman (2015) examined the beliefs of children and the self-disclos-
ure of their performance. The results revealed that, especially among young children (3–7 years old),
reporting on their own positive school success was more common than reporting on negative per-
formance, and the more positive and supportive the peer environment, the more self-disclosure of
both positive and negative school performance. We also know that learning motivation and compe-
tence beliefs typically decline during elementary school years (e.g. Bouffard, Marcoux, Vezeau, & Bor-
deleau, 2003; Spinath & Spinath, 2005b), although there are differences between school subjects and
genders (e.g. Meece & Miller, 2001; Weidinger et al., 2019).

Teacher’s role as provider of feedback

Teachers’ instructional practices and the feedback they provide in daily interactions are important for
children’s learning, motivation, and competence beliefs (Lerkkanen & Pakarinen, 2019). Teachers are
the most important source of feedback for children with respect to their competences (Spinath &
Spinath, 2005a) and self-concepts (Leflot, Onghena, & Colpin, 2010) at the beginning of their
school years. It has also been shown that caring teachers are aware of and sensitive to the needs
of their students and adjust their instruction and practices according to students’ individual needs
(Hamre et al., 2013). Furthermore, according to Burnett’s (2002) study, there is a relationship
between feedback, teacher-student relationships, and students’ perceptions of the classroom
environment. Specifically, students who felt that they frequently received negative feedback from
their teachers also reported a more negative relationship with them, and students who reported
having positive relationships with their teachers perceived the classroom environment in a positive
way and also reported that they received more general feedback. Gender differences were also
found in Burnett’s (2002) study, with boys receiving more negative feedback than girls did, and
girls reporting closer teacher relationships than boys. Brophy (1981) also found differences in tea-
chers’ feedback practices between genders in a study conducted four decades ago. In this case,
girls did not receive feedback at all when they answered incorrectly but received regular positive
feedback when delivering the expected correct response. In contrast, boys did not always receive
positive feedback, even if their answer was correct, and they were often criticised when forming
their answers (Brophy, 1981).

Stipek and MacIver (1989) investigated the possible causes of the decline of a child’s self-concept
of ability and found teachers’ evaluative feedback to be one of them. Evaluative feedback can some-
times be based, for example, on teachers’ beliefs that children with high academic motivation invest
a greater amount of effort in their schoolwork (Upadyaya, Viljaranta, Lerkkanen, Poikkeus, & Nurmi,
2012). Moreover, students absorb feedback differently from each other, and feedback is sometimes
perceived as unclear and even unsupportive of learning (Harris, Brown, & Harnett, 2014; see also
Hattie, Gan, & Brooks, 2016). Timely formative assessment supports children’s conceptual under-
standing and engagement in learning tasks, takes children’s prior knowledge and experiences
into account, provides the right level of challenge, develops one’s competence, and supports
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revisions to one’s work (Darling-Hammond, Flook, Cook-Harvey, Barron, & Osher, 2020). Providing
feedback is one aspect of teachers’ high quality classroom practices (Hattie & Timperley, 2007). Tea-
chers should not forget the significance of an emotionally supportive role when giving feedback to
their students, as this ensures their motivation and engagement (e.g. Hamre & Pianta, 2005; Hattie,
2009).

Feedback is considered to be one of the most powerful influencing factors on learning and
achievement, and it serves as a link between learning outcomes, content, and pedagogy (Harris
et al., 2014; Hattie & Timperley, 2007). However, there is a limited amount of research on young chil-
dren’s beliefs concerning their school performance and how they absorb and process feedback they
receive (e.g. Harris et al., 2014; Hattie et al., 2016). Therefore, it is important to determine what young
children themselves think about the feedback they receive after beginning their formal schooling, as
this might have a strong effect on the development of their self-concepts as learners.

Finnish Educational system

In Finland, compulsory formal education consists of nine years of comprehensive schooling, with a
relatively late school entry at the age of seven. Before that, children attend preschool education. Chil-
dren usually attend the nearest elementary school in their neighbourhoods. Classroom teachers
usually teach every subject in grades 1–6. The Finnish national core curriculum for basic edu-
cation (2014) emphasises diversity in assessment methods, assessment practices that guide and
promote learning, and the importance of formative assessment. It also stipulates that information
on each pupil’s study progress must be given to the pupil and guardians on a sufficiently frequent
basis and should be delivered in ways other than report cards. In the Finnish national core curriculum
for basic education (2014), the subjects taught, including physical education and handicraft, are the
same for boys and girls, and the children study in mixed groups.

Aim of the present study

The aim of the present study was to examine first-grade children’s beliefs concerning their school
performance. In addition, we were interested in the possible gender differences in children’s
beliefs, as well as in children’s beliefs about the feedback that they received about their school per-
formance. The research questions were formulated as follows:

1. What kinds of beliefs about their school performance (e.g. positive belief of success or negative
belief of failure) do children have at the end of their first school year?

2. Are there gender differences between the beliefs of girls and boys at the end of the first school
year?

3. What kind of feedback do children perceive from their teacher and others according to their
school performance?

Method

Participants and procedure

This study is part of a larger longitudinal investigation concerning teacher and student wellbeing
and interaction (TESSI; Teacher and Student Stress and Interaction Study, Lerkkanen & Pakarinen,
2016–2017). In addition, the study investigated children’s academic skills and motivation as well
as parental beliefs and practices. The sample of the present study consisted of 544 Finnish
primary-school children (boys, n = 270; girls, n = 274) at the end of their first school year (age 7–8
years). The ethics committee of the university approved the study before the commencement of
the data collection in 2017.
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The participants were recruited from eight municipalities in central Finland. At the beginning of
the study, the students’ parents were asked to provide written consent for their own and their chil-
dren’s participation in the study (August 2017). Each parent filled in their questionnaire at the end of
their child’s Grade 1 year (March–June). In the final part of the questionnaire, the parents were asked
to interview their child regarding their beliefs about their own school performance.

Measuring children’s beliefs

The children’s beliefs were collected by open-ended questions regarding their school performance
at the end of their first school year. The children’s parents were instructed to ask their child four
open-ended questions sequentially and to write down the answers in the child’s words as precisely
as possible (similar procedure in Eskelä-Haapanen et al., 2017). During the interviews, it is essential to
promote interactional adult–child processes and be aware of child’s communicative competence
(Danby, 2002; Danby, Ewing, & Thorpe, 2011), for this reason, the interview conducted by the
parents was justified.

The four questions were as follows: (1) In what do you perform especially well at school? (2) How
do you know this? (3) What is there at school that you do not yet know? and (4) How do you know
this?

Data analyzis

The children’s beliefs concerning their school performance were identified using qualitative
problem-driven content analyzis and inductive reasoning (Krippendorf, 2013; Patton, 2015). The ana-
lyzis was conducted as follows:

1. The first author conducted several thorough readings of the students’ transcribed texts. Every
child was given a unique identification (ID) number.

2. The response forms of the boys and girls were separated into two different piles, and the analyzis
was performed sequentially for both genders. There were no other genders.

3. Verbatim texts were used to find analytical paths, such as parallel and consistent expressions,
from the choice of suitable texts to answer the first research question.

4. The previous procedure was repeated for the second research question.
5. The previous procedure was repeated for the third research question.
6. Many children were not able to specify their answers, stating, for example, ‘I am not able to

answer’. There were also some blank answers, meaning that no answer was given at all. In
addition, one child provided either no response or many responses. The total numbers and per-
centages of the analyzed expressions are shown in Tables (Tables 1–4).

7. The theoretical literature and prior empirical studies on children’s beliefs about their schooling
and feedback they receive were consulted to deduce categories from emerging expressions
(Patton, 2015). Careful examination and constant comparison based on discussions between
the researchers were also used to deduce categories (Patton, 2015).

8. The analyzis revealed 10 categories connected to children’s beliefs about their success at school,
along with 10 categories connected to children’s beliefs about their failure during the first school
year. These categories could be further synthesised to form four core categories. A total of six cat-
egories were synthesised from the sub-categories of children’s received feedback when perform-
ing successfully (13 categories) or failing at school (11 categories).

Direct quotations have been added to improve trustworthiness and make practices invisible. The
translations of the extracts from the data used in the reporting were carefully checked by a native
English speaker.
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Results

This study examined primary-school children’s beliefs concerning their own school performance,
specifically in terms of the kind of positive beliefs of success or negative beliefs of failure they
had. Also of special interest were gender differences in children’s beliefs about their school perform-
ance. In addition, we considered children’s beliefs about the feedback they received concerning their
school performance and the gender differences in the received feedback.

Beliefs of children’s school success

We found 10 categories of success that focused mostly on school subjects and formal schoolwork
(see Table 1). Children were asked, ‘In which subjects do you perform especially well at school?’
There could be one or several expressions of successful performance from the same child.

The children were found to actively form views and have precise beliefs concerning their success
and failure at school. There were much more positive than negative beliefs about school perform-
ance (see also Table 2). More than one-third of the children responded that they had achieved suc-
cessful school performance. One girl said, ‘School tasks are so easy, and I can complete them always
without help’. The most prominent categories were learning connected to school subjects. More
boys (71.9%) than girls (62.4%) mentioned that they experienced success in mathematics, stating,
for example, ‘I’m very good in maths’ (boy), while more girls (52.9%) than boys (44.8%) mentioned
that they performed well in literacy, with one girl indicating, ‘I am especially good in reading and
writing’. Boys (36.3%) also expressed that they were better at physical exercise than girls (22.6%),
with one boy stating, ‘I am good at exercises and sports’. Handicraft, in contrast, was much more
of an area of expertise for girls (36.9%, e.g. ‘Handicraft is fun and easy’) than boys (18.5%). Boys
felt more successful in plays and games (‘I am really good at playing games’) than girls did.
‘Coping with friends’ was formed from expressions like ‘I am really good at making friends’ (boy)
and ‘I always listen to my friend’s opinions and help others’ (girl). The difference between
genders was also noticeable in drawing (‘I like a lot drawing and I am very good in it’, said one
girl). The category of self-confidence meant that children answered more generally that ‘everything
is easy for me’, ‘I can already everything’, or ‘I am good in everything’. More girls (6.9%) than boys
(1.1%) thought that they were good at music. The category of not able to specify meant that the
child stated something like ‘I do not know’ or ‘I am not able to answer’.

Children’s beliefs of their failure at school

The analyzis also revealed ten categories of children’s beliefs regarding their own failure in school
(see Table 2). The children were asked, ‘What is there at school that you do not yet know?’ There
could be no or several expressions from the same child.

Table 1. Children’s beliefs regarding their success at the end of the first school year (total number of expressions was 1,100 [511
from boys and 589 from girls]).

Categories of success-related beliefs

Boys (n = 270) Girls (n = 274)
Total (N = 544

children)

f % F % f %

1. Mathematics 194 71.9 171 62.4 365 67.1
2. Literacy 121 44.8 145 52.9 266 48.9
3. Physical education 98 36.3 62 22.6 160 29.4
4. Handicraft 50 18.5 101 36.9 151 27.8
5. Plays and games 14 5.2 4 1.5 18 3.3
6. Coping with friends 12 4.4 13 4.7 25 4.6
7. Drawing 11 4.1 57 20.8 68 12.5
8. Self-confidence 4 1.5 14 5.1 18 3.3
9. Music 3 1.1 19 6.9 22 4.0
10. Not able to specify 4 1.4 3 1.1 7 1.3
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The category of no failure consisted of expressions that clearly indicated the child’s belief in their
abilities and strong performance when asked about those things that were not yet known at school.
Such children perceived that school tasks and homework were easy, and they learned easily without
help, so they would indicate that they already knew everything at school (boys: 28.9%; girls: 38.7%).
They stated, for example, ‘There is nothing I cannot do at school; well, sometimes I have difficulties
with my mittens’ (girl), or, ‘Everything is so easy at school’ (boy). More boys (27.8%) than girls (13.9%)
expressed that they had difficulties or did not perform well in literacy. ‘I am not a fluent reader,
although I already can read some things. For example, yesterday, I read a sign on the side of the
road’, said one boy. In turn, one girl stated, ‘I sometimes do not remember the letters. Writing is
so hard’. Girls (15.3%) found mathematics harder at school than boys (8.5%). For example, according
to one girl, ‘I’m a really bad performer in difficult math calculations’ (girl), whereas one boy said, ‘I do
not know how to make difficult additions and subtractions yet’. Some children expressed beliefs
about hard tasks that were ‘far too difficult’ (boys: 5.9%; girls: 4.0%). There were slight differences
between the beliefs of boys and girls about performance in physical education and music, and in
general, these subjects were perceived as fun and easy. The category of not able to specify meant
that the child stated, for example, ‘I do not know’, or ‘I cannot answer’, while the category of no
answer at all meant that there was a blank space on the interview form.

Children’s beliefs of feedback they receive

Finally, we examined children’s beliefs regarding received feedback. The analyzis revealed six cat-
egories of children’s beliefs of received feedback based on their good school performance (see
Table 3). The children were asked, ‘In which subjects do you perform especially well at school?’ fol-
lowed by, ‘How do you know this?’ There could be one or several expressions of feedback received
from the same child.

There were three sub-categories under the category focused on tasks. Good performance without
help was expressed, for example, as ‘I can immediately do the tasks as they should be done’ (boy)
and ‘I can always do all the tasks correctly, and I immediately understand the teacher’s instructions
without help’ (girl). Easy tasks were expressed by simply stating that tasks were easy or that they
were easy to perform. Good remarks were expressed, for example, by stating, ‘There was only one
time that I did not get the highest remark on my tests’ (boy), or ‘The math test went well’ (girl).
Boys (15.2%) expressed their self-concepts as learners by referring to their quicker performance com-
pared to others; in contrast, girls (6.2%) stated things like, ‘I can do all the tasks and do them faster
than others’. However, girls (15.3%) expressed somewhat more confidence than boys (11.5%) when
assessing their good school performance. According to one girl, ‘In my own opinion, my drawings
are great’. Both boys and girls equally expressed their better performance compared to others: ‘I

Table 2. Children’s beliefs about their failure at the end of the first school year (total number of expressions was 521 [264 from
boys and 257 from girls]).

Categories of failure beliefs

Boys (n = 270) Girls (n = 274)
Total (N = 544

children)

f % F % f %

1. No failure 78 28.9 106 38.7 184 33.8
2. Literacy 75 27.8 38 13.9 113 20.8
3. Mathematics 23 8.5 42 15.3 65 11.9
4. Hard tasks 16 5.9 12 4.4 28 5.1
5. Handicraft 14 5.2 12 4.0 26 4.8
6. Drawing 13 4.8 9 3.2 22 4.0
7. Physical education 10 3.7 12 4.4 22 4.0
8. Music 3 1.1 – – 3 0.6
9. Not able to specify 20 7.4 19 6.9 39 7.2
10. No answer 12 4.4 7 2.6 19 3.5
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am happy when I can perform tasks better than others’, said one boy, and ‘I always do extra tasks
more than others in our class’, said one girl. Children’s motivation as a core category of receiving
feedback was expressed with the categories of pleasant tasks and a lot of practice. These showed
only some differences between boys and girls. Both a boy and girl stated, ‘The school tasks are
nice’ and ‘I know I perform well because I have practiced a lot’. Both boys and girls stated that ‘I
really like those things at school in which I perform well’. Approximately 10% of the children’s
expressions indicated that they received feedback from their teachers when they performed well.
Girls received more feedback from their teachers and parents than boys regarding their good
school performance. The children’s peers also provided feedback about their good school perform-
ance. ‘My teacher has called me a math master’, said one boy. According to one girl, ‘I wasn’t before
able to complete my math tasks during lessons, but nowadays, I even get additional tasks. Teachers
praise me and tell me how well I have performed, and I agree. I used to make mistakes with my
reading, but now I’m also better in reading’. According to another girl, ‘The teacher and my
friends have praised my about my reading’. One boy said, ‘My parents have praised me’. ‘My
mother has told me I am good at school’, stated a girl. ‘My friends have told me that I am the
best reader in our class’ said another boy, and ‘I am good at handicraft and maths and my friends
praise me a lot for those’, reported another girl. The category not able to specify meant that the
child stated, for example, ‘I do not know’ or ‘I cannot answer’.

The analyzis revealed six categories of children’s beliefs of received feedback based on their poor
school performance (see Table 4). After the children were asked, ‘What is there at school that you do
not yet know?’, their parents prompted the question ‘How do you know this?’ Only one expression of
feedback was received from each child.

The category of focused on taskswas analyzed in terms of three sub-categories. Poor performance
was very often expressed with examples like, ‘Tasks just go wrong’ (boy), or ‘Letters are lost when
writing and I cannot remember what they look like’ (girl). Boys (39.3%) expressed poorer perform-
ance on tasks more often than girls (32.1%) did. In contrast, when the children were asked about
the feedback they received for their poor performance, they expressed that they already knew every-
thing and managed everything at school. In particular, girls (38.0%) showed good performance in
their expressions, in contrast to boys (16.3%). ‘I get bad remarks on math tests’ (boy) and ‘It
shows in my test results’ (boy) are examples of expressions in the category of bad remarks. The chil-
dren’s self-concepts of success emerged as their own opinions of poor performance, tardy perform-
ance compared to others, and the need for help. Children gave clear examples of their own
understanding of poor performance: ‘You will notice it yourself’ (boy), and ‘Then there just comes
an idea to my mind that I don’t know well enough’ (girl). Tardy performance compared to others

Table 3. Received feedback based on children’s success beliefs (total number of expressions was 738 [361 from boys and 377
from girls]).

Categories of feedback Sub-category

Boys (n =
270)

Girls (n =
274)

Total (N =
544)

f % F % f %

1. Focused on tasks Good performance without help 94 34.8 106 38.7 200 36.8
Easy tasks 62 23.0 60 21.9 122 22.4
Good remarks 13 4.8 13 4.7 26 4.8

2. Self-concept of success Quick performance compared to others 41 15.2 17 6.2 58 10.7
Own opinion of good performance 31 11.5 42 15.3 73 13.4
Better performance compared to others 12 4.4 12 4.3 24 4.4

3. Motivation Pleasant tasks 27 10.0 29 10.6 56 10.3
A lot of practicing done 22 8.1 25 9.1 47 8.6

4. Feedback provider Teacher 20 7.4 36 13.1 56 10.3
Parents 16 5.9 27 10.0 43 7.9
Peers 8 3.0 3 1.1 11 2.0

5. Not able to specify 9 3.3 5 1.8 14 2.6
6. No answer 6 2.2 2 0.7 8 1.5
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appeared only in the boys’ expressions, with statements like, ‘My drawings are far poorer compared
to others’, or ‘Others do not end up in remedial education’. The need for help refers to the child not
being able to cope with the tasks without help: ‘I often ask for help’, said one boy. The expression, ‘I
am just not interested’ referred to the child’s lack of motivation.

Only 17 children received feedback when performing poorly. One girl stated that ‘Mother told me
that I do not yet perform well’. Only five boys and girls reported in their expressions about receiving
feedback from their teachers when performing poorly: ‘I cannot yet write the words correctly and the
teacher points out or says this when we are checking homework’ (boy). According to another boy,
‘The teacher has to repeat things to me over and over again, and my reading is still very slow. I find it
difficult. I don’t like reading at all’. One girl reported, ‘Well, once I showed my tasks to the teacher,
and she said that those were not right’. Children did not report receiving feedback from their peers
when they failed to perform well.

Discussion

The aim of the present study was to gain a deeper understanding of Finnish children’s beliefs con-
cerning their school performance at the end of their first school year. Specifically, we were interested
in the kinds of beliefs regarding their success or failure in school performance that children have.
Furthermore, we explored possible differences in beliefs between girls and boys. Finally, we exam-
ined the kinds of feedback children received according to their school performance.

The results showed that the children had positive beliefs about their success in different school
subjects, coping with friends, and the sense that everything was easy at school. Young children’s self-
concepts regarding math and reading have been examined in the literature, and our findings are in
line with the reports that boys typically demonstrate more beliefs in good math performance than
girls do; in addition, girls demonstrate better performance beliefs with respect to literacy (e.g. Aunola
et al., 2002; Eccles, 1993; Herbert & Stipek, 2005). It is also possible that girls are actually better per-
formers in literacy than boys are; therefore, girls would also have better self-concepts in literacy, and
they may value literacy more (see also Wigfield et al., 1997). A previous study by Eccles (1993)
showed that first-grade boys typically showed interest in physical education and maths, while
girls showed more interest in music and literacy. It is also worth noting that research conducted
in the pre-primary education context shows that the kinds of expectations children had before
their formal schooling (Eskelä-Haapanen et al., 2017) children also reflect their good performance
in these subject areas at the end of the first grade.

According to previous studies, achievement-related beliefs direct children’s efforts to perform
well in certain subjects (e.g. Bandura, 1997; Eccles et al., 2005; Wigfield et al., 2006). Spinath and
Spinath (2005b) also found that enjoyable tasks are connected with progress in learning and the

Table 4. Received feedback based on children’s failure beliefs.

Category Sub-category

Boys (n =
270)

Girls (n =
274)

Total (N =
544)

f % f % f %

1. Focused on tasks Poor performance 106 39.3 88 32.1 194 35.7
Good performance in everything 44 16.3 104 38.0 148 27.2
Bad remarks 3 1.1 4 1.5 7 1.3

2. Self-concept of success Own opinion of poor performance 30 11.1 15 5.5 45 8.3
Tardy performance compared to others 11 4.1 – – 11 2.0
Need for help 7 2.6 2 0.7 9 1.7

3. Motivation No interest in schooling 5 1.8 4 1.5 9 1.7
4. Feedback provider Teacher 5 1.8 5 1.8 10 1.8

Parents – 2 0.7 2 0.3
Peers – – –

5. Not able to specify 15 5.6 9 3.3 24 4.4
6. No answer at all 44 16.3 41 14.9 85 15.6
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motivation to learn more (see also Wigfield & Eccles, 2000). Furthermore, the children in the present
study expressed their beliefs that they were good at getting along with friends. Previous studies have
shown that being able to accompany existing friends to the same classroom and make new friends
seemed to be very important for the children at the beginning of their school years (Eskelä-Haapa-
nen et al., 2017; Pianta, 1999). Girls expressed much more than boys did in their beliefs that they
were good performers in handicraft and drawing. This result is quite the opposite of the findings
in Freedman-Doan et al. (2000) study, which showed that both boys and girls selected drawing
and painting as activities at which they were best, with boys even more than girls. It may be possible
that teachers can easily offer different tasks according to gender, or girls naturally like crafting and
drawing more than boys do.

More than a third of the girls and almost a third of the boys had high self-concepts as good per-
formers at school. It is acknowledged that when children are starting their schooling, they typically
have high motivation (Lerkkanen et al., 2013; Wigfield & Eccles, 2000), which may be unrealistic and
even too optimistic. Going back to the previously established understanding of children’s beliefs in
their good school performance in math and literacy, the beliefs in one’s own poor performance in
the same subjects were completely parallel: boys reflected their performance in literacy as being
poor, and girls’ beliefs in their poor performance in math was revealed.

The teacher’s role as feedback provider was quite rare according to the children’s reports,
although it has been determined elsewhere that teachers’ feedback is essential for promoting chil-
dren’s learning, motivation, and competence beliefs at the beginning of schooling (Lerkkanen &
Pakarinen, 2019; Spinath & Spinath, 2005a), as well as their positive self-concepts as learners
(Leflot et al., 2010). Furthermore, feedback is critical for a successful future school career (Viljaranta
et al., 2009), and early encounters with success and failure are powerful shapers of one’s self-concept
as a learner (Viljaranta et al., 2009). Only 10% of the children felt that they received feedback from
their teachers when they performed well, and they received even less feedback when performing
poorly. Girls reported receiving feedback slightly more often than boys, especially when they per-
formed successfully. Similar findings also emerged in Brophy’s (1981) study. Even if children have
a positive self-concept as learners at the beginning of their schooling, there is a risk of this weaken-
ing or being lost without encouraging feedback. Teachers should concentrate on giving ongoing tar-
geted feedback to promote children’s self-concepts as learners and enhance their learning (Hattie &
Timperley, 2007). There should also be further instructional support for teachers’ and children’s inter-
actions in the classroom (Hamre et al., 2013). In particular, corrective feedback is powerful in the
beginning of one’s school career when it is specifically related to new skills and tasks (Hattie & Tim-
perley, 2007). One child reported finding success in mathematics when the teacher praised him.
According to Hattie and Timperley (2007), feedback targeted at the personality is rarely effective.
But still, it can promote classroom quality when the teacher is emotionally supportive (Hamre &
Pianta, 2005).

The findings presented here have some practical implications for teachers. First, the importance
of feedback cannot be denied, especially in the learning of young children (Hamre et al., 2013; Hamre
& Pianta, 2005; Hattie & Timperley, 2007) when one’s self-concept as a learner is still being shaped
(Arens et al., 2016; Dapp & Roebers, 2018). Feedback should be focused on the task, the learning
process, and the child’s behaviour. School children should always be aware of targeted goals to regu-
late their behaviour and direct their learning toward these goals with the help of the teacher’s feed-
back. According to Hattie and Timperley (2007), both teachers and children should also be aware of
where they are going, how they are getting there, and what is happening next; in other words, antici-
pation should be encouraged through feedback. Attention should be paid to enhancing dialogue
and facilitating warm collaboration between children and teachers (e.g. Hamre et al., 2013),
because in an emotionally supported classroom, giving feedback with regards to failure does not
weaken a child’s self-concept as a learner. Furthermore, during teacher education, more emphasis
should be placed on student teachers’ acquisition of knowledge regarding the effect of feedback
on children’s self-concepts as learners and thereby support positive learning practices.
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Limitations

There are some limitations that need to be considered, also considering study’s reliability review.
First, the children’s answers were not compared to their actual skill level, success in academic sub-
jects, or the teachers’ reflections on children’s achievement. This above mentioned could be con-
sidered in future studies. Second, the results are based on the children’s reports, and the home
learning environments and the teachers’ instructional practices were not examined. Furthermore,
the feedback given by the teachers was not observed but it was interpreted by researchers based
on children’s answers. Third, we did not directly ask about the kind of feedback the teachers
gave, so the children’s thoughts about feedback at the interviews could have been a bit random.
Young children’s beliefs regarding teachers’ feedback should therefore be studied more thoroughly
in the future. Fourth, some answers were short, so, in the future clarifications could be asked straight
from children in connection with the recorded interviews. Finally, we did not know the reason for the
lack of answers in some cases. Some of the unanswered questions could be attributed, for example,
to the child not being at home or awake when the parents completed the questionnaires.

Conclusion

The present study makes important contributions to the literature on children’s beliefs of their school
performance at the early stages of schooling. Specifically, this work is among the few studies to
examine young children’s own beliefs of their individual learning outcomes at the end of the first
school year. It is important to give even young children their own voices to better address their
needs and develop instructional practices respectively. Accordingly, data were gathered from children
interviewed by their parents and using open-ended questions and not through Likert-scaled options.
Existing research mostly concerns children’s interest and self-concept of ability but is typically not
able to address reasons behind these perceptions and beliefs. The present study, however, can help
us to understand the development of children’s self-concept of ability as learners by addressing chil-
dren’s beliefs on their skills and the areas that cannot yet do so well, as well as how they know these
issues. It is important to gain understanding on how children themselves perceive their skills and
how their perceptions are built and developed. The children seemed to have quite a precise belief of
their own learner self-concepts when expressing their successes and failures during the first school
year. The children also expressed how they knew what they already could and could not yet do so
well at school, and this was perceived as receiving feedback. These results can be used to implement
modes of teaching and give specific feedback to support learning in those subjects and contents that
children seem to have the most difficulties with as learners, promote collaboration with parents and
designing curriculum. Furthermore, the differences between the boys’ and girls’ beliefs can also be con-
sidered to motivate them and cultivate their positive self-concepts as learners. For the children to posi-
tively continue along the school path, it is essential that there is classroom interaction that supports
formative assessment, and children’s successes and failures in learning and behaviour should be
made visible through feedback. In addition, teachers should receive adequate training on the develop-
ment of children’s self-concept of ability and the importance of giving timely, specified, and targeted
feedback during already teacher education and furthermore during in-service teaching.
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