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        Abstract



        
          Background:


          Different biological and environmental factors may play roles in the development of self-concept. Many studies have focused on gender or age differences in self-concept separately.

        


        
          Objective:


          The current study aimed at examining the effects of grade, gender and their interaction on the development of four self-concept dimensions (appearance, school, parent-relations, and peer-relations) among Omani adolescents.

        


        
          Methods:


          The study sample was 651 middle and high school students from two districts in Oman. The students were enrolled in grades 7, 9 and 11. The study utilized the Self-Description Questionnaire (SDQ-1, Marsh, 1988) to assess students' levels in the self-concepts dimensions. The study adopted the descriptive design using Two Way Multivariate Analysis of Variance.

        


        
          Results:


          The study results demonstrated that grade and gender interaction affected appearance self-concept development; however, this interaction had no effects on the other dimensions. Moreover, gender and grade differences were found in some dimensions of self-concept.

        


        
          Conclusion:


          The study suggested that the effects of grade level and gender varied based on the self-concept dimensions. Adolescents' self-concept should be given a careful attention for its important role in providing healthy outcomes.
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      1. INTRODUCTION


      As children grow up, they experience changes in many different aspects whether physically, psychologically, emotionally, or cognitively. These changes are the result of a combination of biological factors (i.e., maturation) and environmental factors (i.e., life experiences). This paper attempts to examine the developmental changes in Omani males' and females' self-concept during middle and late adolescence as affected by two factors: Grade and gender.


      Self-concept refers to how one perceives oneself over time. Starting in infancy and continuing throughout later ages, people construct a changing image about themselves that gradually becomes clearer and more comprehensive [1]. The changing image regarding the self is a result of both biological and environmental factors. Biological factors could be explained by the neurological processes which undergo a critical maturation during adolescence. Neurological changes in one's body partially contribute to the diversity of affective and cognitive behavior observed among adolescents [2]. On the other hand, environmental factors pertain to one's education level, lifestyle, socioeconomic status and different life experiences. Isolating environmental effects from biological effects are a controversial issue. In fact, both effects are integrated and can barely be isolated [3]. Both gender (biological) and grade (environmental) in particular can fundamentally influence self-concept development.


      Researchers have attempted to trace the developmental patterns of psychological variables such as self-concept within individuals. For example, cross-sectional studies are used to compare the variation in such variables between different age groups (e.g., early vs. middle childhood, or childhood vs. adolescence) or different school grades. Researchers have asserted that grade level is the strongest affecting variable in the development of self-concept [4]. For example, upon examining the development of four dimensions related to self-esteem and self-concept among children of different nationalities across second, fourth, sixth and eighth grades, Velasco-Barraza and Muller [5], found that as grade level increased, academic success self-esteem and self-concept became less positive. However, Alawiye and Alawiye [4] indicated that self-concept increased across grades. Similar findings were reported by longitudinal studies which examined individual developmental changes over time [6].


      Very little research, if any, to our knowledge, has examined the development of self-concept in the Omani context. Without doubt, culture has a great role to play in any pattern of development. Arabic culture has its own distinguished norms and values that affect the way its people develop which is likely different from the other cultures. Therefore, the current study is important as it highlights the effects of grade and gender, and their interaction in the development of four dimensions of self-concept (general school, peer-relations, parents-relations, and appearance) among early and middle adolescents (grades 7, 9, 11) in the Sultanate of Oman.


      
        

        1.1. Psychosocial Development Theory and Self-Concept


        Early theories of psychosocial development, such as Erikson's theory, implied the importance of social interactions in one's cumulative understanding of the self, which usually fall into different dimensions. Erikson proposed eight psychosocial obstacles that a child goes through as a result of social interactions. Each obstacle contributes to the development of the child's identity or self. For example, one of these obstacles that is experienced during adolescence is “identity vs. identity confusion” in which the adolescent tries to answer the question “who am I?” and adopts different kinds of identities. These types of obstacles continue until later ages when people either arrive at “identity achievement” and feel satisfied about their past life or reach a stage of desperation due to a feeling of underachievement in their lives [7].


        In 1976, Shavelson, Hubner, and Stanton [8] developed self-concept theory in which they suggested that self-concept has two main characteristics: (1) It is multifaceted in that it has different dimensions, (2) It is hierarchal with general self- concept placed at the top of the hierarchy (first level) followed by both academic and non-academic self-concept (second level). In the third level, various dimensions of academic self-concept (e.g., language, math, science, history) and non-academic self-concept (i.e., emotional, physical, and social self-concept) are placed. In addition to those two main characteristics of self-concept, Shavelson's et al. [8] model also explained that self-concept dimensions become more differentiated as one grows up. A number of studies have been conducted examining the model presented by Shavelson et al. and they are generally in agreement with the findings [e.g., 9; 10].

      


      
        

        1.2. Self-Concept Definition


        Several attempts have been made by researchers to illustrate what self-concept is; yet, almost all of them are concerned with the understanding or perceptions of oneself. According to Baby [11], self-concept reflects someone's feelings or perceptions about himself including self-assessment of physical attributes, hobbies, skills, abilities and personality. It is like a set of beliefs people have about who they are; involving personal, ethnic, and professional awareness as well as other future goals or desire. Likewise, Krishnakar and Chengti [12] defined self-concept as the “accumulation of knowledge about the self” (p. 2) and they stated that beliefs and evaluations individuals make about themselves indicate not only what they think about themselves but also what they think they can become in the future.


        Self-concept can be referred to as a general self or general self-worth, and it can be measured using specific dimensions. For instance, Marčič and Grum [13] suggested that self-concept dimensions can be classified into independent and interdependent self-concept. Independent self-concept comprises elements of oneself such as physical appearance, education, goals, intelligence and abilities. On the other hand, interdependent self-concept represents one's relationships with others such as peers and family. Based on Shavelson et al’s [8] suggestion that self-concept is best measured in more specific dimensions that characterize different aspects of one's life, the present study focused on measuring specific dimensions of self-concept (general school, peer-relations, parents-relations, and appearance) rather than the general self.

      


      
        1.3. How Does Self-Concept Develop?


        As noted earlier, Shavelson et al’s [8] model suggests that self-concept dimensions become more differentiated as one grows up. It is crucial to know that the first stage of development of self-concept starts in infancy when the infant recognizes himself as one individual. Early in infancy, children acquire information about themselves and organize this information as a means to understand the world and their relationships with the social environment [14]. Baby [1] explained that in childhood, children's self-concept is “less differentiated” and it is concerned with tangible characteristics such as skills, possessions and physical attributes. On the other hand, during middle childhood, self-concept becomes more differentiated and integrated. It becomes more internal as the child starts to interact with different social relations. In fact, there is a possibility that self-concept may undergo some changes even during middle or late adulthood, for example, Mansoor [15] found significant differences in self-concept across early adulthood, middle age, and old age.


        According to Baby [1], the formation of self-concept goes through four stages: (1) in infancy, the infant develops self-concept of being a distinguished part of the environment, (2) as the child grows up, others' perspectives, especially parents', are internalized and (3) finally, moving from parents' perspectives, the child internalizes society norms (e.g., expected appropriate behaviors). One can conclude that multiple factors contribute to the reshaping of self-concept as individuals age. For example, consistent feedback from parents is considered a primary source of forming self-concept among children; however, as they grew up to become teenagers, they become more reliant on their peers' opinions and peers' perceptions become an important source of self-concept for adolescents. In addition, Kawkash [16] explained some other factors contributing to a person's self-concept such as gender, attitudes, physical appearance and confidence.


        Adolescence is considered a very critical period of time in which an individual goes through various physical and psychological changes that most probably influence his/her self-concept. If parents and teachers are able to understand the changes that occur during adolescents' self-concept formation, they may be able to help them adjusting to these changes [16]. Furthermore, early adolescence has been recognized as a developmental phase in which peer relationships become more salient while family relationships become weaker [17]. Therefore, focusing self-concept research on this stage of development is very important.


        Self-concept may become more positive or negative as individuals grow up. The change in self-concept is dependent on its specific dimensions. For instance, Shapka and Keating [6] examined the developmental change of different self-concept dimensions among school students (grades 9-12) over a two-year period. The researchers found that students had more positive self-concept as they grew up in dimensions of job competence, romantic relationships, close friendships, and social acceptance. On the other hand, over the course of their time at high school, students' perceptions about scholastic competence declined. Also, according to Marsh [11], Australian students' appearance, physical and academic self-concepts reduced by the largest margin in moving from grade two to grade eight.


        It is clear that there have been several studies addressing self-concept development in Western cultures. However, there may be critical differences when examining a collective Arabic culture such as that found in the Sultanate of Oman. It is, therefore, crucial to explore the developmental patterns of self-concept in such a context.


        For example, Smoaay [18] showed that general self-concept for Iraqi children increased from age 5 to 7 years old. Also similar to Shapka and Keating [6] who found increased self-concept in dimensions of social acceptance and close friendship, Gamer [19] showed that social self-concept among undergraduate Sudanese students increased as they got older. However, another Arabic study conducted by Saber [20] using adolescents aged 12 to 18, social self-concept was positively correlated with age during middle school but negatively during secondary school. Moreover, in another study involving students from elementary school and junior high school students in the UAE, the findings showed that elementary school students scored higher in math self-concept and school self-concept than high school students [21] which was consistent with the findings by Shapka and Keating [6] related to scholastic competence self-concept.


        While these studies have demonstrated some differences in self-concept dimensions for different age groups, others found no differences. For example, Chang et al. [17] found no statistical differences in social and general self-concept between children and adolescents. Moreover, Adeeb [22] examined general self-concept development among Omani students during late childhood, grade six (age:11-12) and early adolescents, grade 9 (age:15-16). The researcher found no evidence for self-concept development between these two periods. Also, Shapka and Keating [6] did not uncover any cross-sectional change between grade 9 and 10 in different self-concept dimensions.


        A number of studies was conducted to examine gender effects on self-concept development. For example, Alrajhi and Aldhafri [23] found that Omani girls scored higher on academic English self-concept than boys did; yet, no differences in social self-concept were reported. In another study, Omani girls were also found to have higher math and verbal self-concept than boys [24]. However, contradictory results have been documented in other studies. Marsh et al [as cited in 25] found that in four Arab countries, boys reported more positive science and math self-concept than girls. Likewise, Gamer [19] reported that Sudanese male students showed higher academic and social self-concept than female students.


        It seems that all previous studies have examined gender differences in self-concept separately from the effect of age. However, possible differences in the development of self-concept by age may appear across gender. A substantial amount of literature has shown that males and females may follow different patterns in their self-concept development. For instance, a significant interaction was found between time and gender in general self-worth across a two year period of time (from grade 9-10 to grade 11-12). Unlike girls, boys' levels of self-worth dropped off over the course of time. Moreover, boys did not only show lower levels of close friendships self-concept than girls but also this level increased only during late high school. On the other hand, girls' levels of self-concept in this domain increased both during early and late high school [6]. In addition, over a three-year period of time (from grade 1 to 3), Bouffard, Marcoux, Vezeau, and Bordeleau [26] found that although both boys' and girls' perceptions of reading competence decreased across time, the decrease started earlier for boys than girls.


        Hence, it is vital to examine how boys' and girls' self-concepts develop over the course of time. The current study uses a statistical design that allows the examination of the interaction between gender and age effects.

      


      
        

        1.4. Cultural Similarities and Variations


        Self-concept develops as the individual interacts with his/her environment. As different cultural environments exist, it is expected that different patterns of self-concept will be developed by individuals [4]. The development of self-concept depends on the nature of the society; whether it is an individualistic or a collective (i.e., communal) society. Triandis [27], has gradeified cultures as individualistic or collective cultures. While individualism focusses on one's independence as a way of life, collectivism focuses on one's centering on the group as a way of life. Unlike collective societies, people in individualistic societies tend to be more competitive and value individual attributes more than collective attributes, or group identities such as family, community or religion [3]. Therefore, individualists have higher levels of positive self-concept than collectivists because they tend to exaggerate in order to reinforce their self-worth and draw attention to themselves [27].


        Some studies in Western (individualistic) societies suggested similar patterns of self-concept development. For example, Nagy et al. [28] found that in all three countries included in the sample (Australia, The United States, Germany), a major decline in academic self-concept was evident across the different grade levels (from 7 to 12). In another cross-cultural study conducted in Mexico, Chile and the United States, researchers found that physical maturity and peer-relations self-concept was relatively stable across grades (2, 4, 6, 8); however, as grade level increased, the levels of academic success self-concept and school adaptiveness self-concept decreased [5].


        Abu Hilal [27] stated that cross-cultural studies have shown that East-Asian individuals look at themselves in a communal or societal framework and it is difficult for them to view themselves as distinct from this framework. An Arab individual is not very different from an East-Asian in the way they look at themselves. Thus, the success one achieves is looked at in terms of how it serves the group more than the individual. The communal nature of collective societies suggests that in collective societies such as Oman, social self-concept (i.e., family, peer- relations) is very important as children grow up. This was posited by Abu-Hilal et al. [25], who suggested that the role of significant others in self-concept formation can be more important in Arab-Muslim cultures than in others. Unfortunately, there is a notable lack of research examining the development of different self-concept dimensions in the Arab context. The current study will contribute to the existing literature regarding this area. Also, it adds to Adeeb's [22] study, which focused only on general self-concept development among Omani students across late childhood to early adolescence. The current study examined the development of four self-concept dimensions (general school, peer-relations, parents-relations, and appearance) among early and middle adolescence across gender. Finally, findings of this study allow comparisons between Omanis' self-concept development patterns, which is considered a collective society, and other Western and Eastern cultures.

      

    


    
      

      2. METHODOLOGY


      
        

        2.1. Sample


        The sample consisted of 651 middle and high school students from two school districts (i.e., Aldakhliya and South Batinah) in Oman. The students were enrolled in grades 7, 9, and 11; half of the sample were males (50.50%). Students’ ages ranged from 12 to 17 (M = 14.51, SD = 1.49). Permission for data collection was obtained from the Ministry of Education and the local school district. All contacted schools agreed to participate in the study. Two research assistants visited convenient samples of schools and administered the self-concept questionnaire. Some demographic information was also obtained from the participants including age, grade, and gender.

      


      
        

        2.2. Measures


        The participants responded to the Arabic version of the Self-Description Questionnaire (SDQ-1) [11]. The questionnaire originally includes 67 items that measure different dimensions of self-concept including general school, academic, peer relationships, physical ability, physical appearance, and parent relationships. A 5-point Likert scale questions are used (i.e., False, Mostly false, Sometimes true / Sometimes false, Mostly true and True); the higher the score, the higher the level of each dimension. Early Arabic research showed good reliability coefficients for the questionnaire in the Omani context [23, 29]. In the current study, we used four dimensions that represent general school (α = 0.87, 8 items, e.g.,: “I'm excellent in all school subjects”), appearance (α = 0.82, 8 items, e.g., “I have a beautiful body”), parents relationships (α = 0.80, 8 items; e.g., “I love my parents”), and peer relationships (α = 0.84, 8 items, e.g., “I have lots of friends”). All items were positively scored (no reverse scored items). Construct validity for the questionnaire was obtained by a pre-specified four-dimension solution using maximum likelihood as an extraction method with a Promax rotation. The results showed a very clear 4-factor solution with all items loading in their perspective theoretical dimensions with loading values equal to 0.30 or above.

      

    


    
      

      3. RESULTS


      Prior to data analysis, MANOVA assumptions were tested. First, multivariate normality was examined. According to Tabachnick and Fidell [30] “robustness” should be ensured by having a sample size of at least 20 in each cell. The sample size in the current study included more than 20 individuals in each comparison group (i.e., male and female, grades 7, 9 and 11). Moreover, skewness and kurtosis of the self-concept at each level of the independent variables (gender and grade) were used to check multivariate normality. Skewness values all conformed to the accepted values (-2 to 2) as did kurtosis (accepted values of -7 to 7). Second, linearity between each pair of the dependent variables was checked using matrix scatterplots which showed the existence of a linear relationship in each cell.


      Third, multicollinearity was examined by finding the bivariate correlations between the dependent variables in all sets of comparison groups. All correlation coefficients were found to be significant and less than 0.80 which suggests moderate correlations between the dependent variables, thus multicollinearity doesn't exist. Fourth, homogeneity of the variance-covariance matrix was examined using Box's M Test. Box's M Test value was found to be significant (F= 2.37, p> 0.001) which suggests the equal variance cannot be assumed. Therefore, Pillai's trace is used as the test statistic.


      Two-way MANOVA (2x3) was used to examine the effects of gender and grade on self-concept dimensions (appearance, school, peer, and parent). Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics of each self-concept dimension based on grade and gender. In addition, Table 2 shows the multivariate analysis results indicating that there were statistically significant multivariate differences in self-concept attributed to the interaction between gender and grade (p < 0.001, Pillai's trace= 0.055). The effect size indicated that 2.8% of the variance in self-concept is explained by the interaction between gender and grade.


      
        Table 1 Descriptive statistics of self-concept dimensions based on class and gender.


        
          
            
              	Variables

              	Appearance Self-Concept

              	School Self-Concept

              	Parents Relations Self-Concept

              	Peer Relations Self-Concept
            

          

          
            
              	Gender

              	N

              	M

              	SD

              	N

              	M

              	SD

              	N

              	M

              	SD

              	N

              	M

              	SD
            


            
              	Males

              	329

              	3.87

              	0.65

              	329

              	3.48

              	0.71

              	329

              	4.17

              	0.58

              	329

              	3.71

              	0.70
            


            
              	Females

              	322

              	4.10

              	0.54

              	322

              	4.08

              	0.58

              	322

              	4.32

              	0.61

              	322

              	4.00

              	0.69
            


            
              	Class

              	–

              	–

              	–

              	–

              	–

              	–

              	–

              	–

              	–

              	–

              	–

              	–
            


            
              	7

              	233

              	4.16

              	0.63

              	233

              	3.89

              	0.71

              	233

              	4.35

              	0.54

              	233

              	3.92

              	0.75
            


            
              	9

              	184

              	4.04

              	0.66

              	184

              	3.64

              	0.77

              	184

              	4.18

              	0.61

              	184

              	3.86

              	0.70
            


            
              	11

              	234

              	4.09

              	0.64

              	234

              	3.76

              	0.67

              	234

              	4.19

              	0.62

              	234

              	3.79

              	0.68
            

          
        


      


      
        Table 2 Multivariate tests for differences in self-concept based on class, gender and their interaction.


        
          
            
              	Source

              	Pillai's Trace

              	F

              	df

              	Error df

              	p

              	Eta Squared
            

          

          
            
              	Class

              	0.02

              	2.09

              	8

              	1286

              	0.03

              	0.013
            


            
              	Gender

              	0.19

              	39.63

              	4

              	642

              	0.00

              	0.198
            


            
              	Class*Gender

              	0.05

              	4.55

              	8

              	1286

              	0.00

              	0.028
            

          
        


      


      
        Table 3 Univariate ANOVA summary effects.


        
          
            
              	Source

              	Sum of Squares

              	df

              	Mean Square

              	F

              	p

              	Eta Squared
            

          

          
            
              	–

              	Appearance self-concept
            


            
              	Class

              	0.42

              	2

              	0.21

              	0.58

              	0.556

              	0.002
            


            
              	Gender

              	31.93

              	1

              	31.93

              	88.96

              	0.000

              	0.121
            


            
              	Class*Gender

              	3.47

              	2

              	1.78

              	4.84

              	0.008

              	0.015
            


            
              	Error

              	231.53

              	645

              	–

              	–

              	–

              	–
            


            
              	–

              	School self-concept
            


            
              	Class

              	2.54

              	2

              	1.27

              	2.98

              	0.051

              	0.009
            


            
              	Gender

              	51.12

              	1

              	51.12

              	119.74

              	0.000

              	0.157
            


            
              	Class*Gender

              	3.34

              	2

              	1.67

              	3.91

              	0.020

              	0.012
            


            
              	Error

              	275.39

              	645

              	–

              	–

              	–

              	–
            


            
              	–

              	Parents relations self-concept
            


            
              	Class

              	3.27

              	2

              	1.63

              	4.69

              	0.009

              	0.014
            


            
              	Gender

              	2.36

              	1

              	2.36

              	6.75

              	0.010

              	0.010
            


            
              	Class*Gender

              	2.28

              	2

              	1.14

              	3.266

              	0.039

              	0.010
            


            
              	Error

              	225.32

              	645

              	–

              	–

              	–

              	–
            


            
              	–

              	Peer relations self-concept
            


            
              	Class

              	1.73

              	2

              	0.86

              	1.77

              	0.170

              	0.005
            


            
              	Gender

              	13.10

              	1

              	13.10

              	26.82

              	0.000

              	0.040
            


            
              	Class*Gender

              	2.53

              	2

              	1.26

              	2.59

              	0.076

              	0.008
            


            
              	Error

              	315.11

              	645

              	–

              	–

              	–

              	–
            

          
        


      


      Bonferroni adjustment of alpha was used in tests of between subject effects and the multiple comparisons test; comparisons were made at an alpha level of 0.012. The results showed that there were statistically significant differences in appearance self-concept attributed to the interaction between gender and grade (p = 0.008). The effect size showed that 1.5% of the variance in appearance self-concept is explained by the interaction between grade and gender (Table 3). This value is considered a small effect according to Cohen's accepted criteria [31]. Interaction plots showed that female students had higher levels of appearance self-concept in the all three grades (grade 7, 9, and 11) than male students (Fig 1). Females' appearance self-concept tended to decrease as they move from grade 7 to 9; however, it tended to increase again as they move from grade 9 to 11. On the other hand, males' appearance self-concept seemed almost stable before it started to steadily decrease as they move from grade 7 to grade 11.


      [image: ]
Fig. (1)

      Interaction between class and gender in appearance self-concept.

      The interaction between gender and grade was not significant in the other dimensions of self-concept. Moreover, there were statistically significant gender difference in school (p = 0.000, effect size = 15.7), parent (p = 0.010, effect size = 1%) and peer self-concepts (p = 0.000, effect size= 4%); with all effect size values showing small effects according Cohen's accepted criteria [31]. Female students had higher levels of self-concept in these three dimensions than male students. In addition, statistically significant grade differences were found in parent self-concept (p= 0.009). The effect size showed that 1.4% of the variance in parent self-concept was explained by the grade effect which is also considered a small effect [31]. Multiple comparisons tests showed that as grade level increased, parent self-concept decreased; that is, grade 7 students had higher levels of parent self-concept than grade 9 students. In the same way, grade 9 students had higher levels of parent self-concept than grade 11. No significant grade differences were found in peer or school self-concepts.

    


    
      

      4. DISCUSSION


      The current study aimed at examining the development of four self-concept dimensions (general school, peer-relations, parent-relations, and appearance) among early and middle adolescents (grades 7, 9 and 11) across gender. As previously discussed, previous research has proved that males and females may follow different or similar patterns of self-concept development as they grow up [6, 26]. The current study showed that the interaction between grade and gender had statistically significant effects on overall self-concept development. Effect size showed that 2.8% of the variance in the overall self-concept was explained by the interaction between grade and gender. This suggests other variables may play a role in self-concept development such as the effects of significant others including peers, parents and teachers [1, 22].


      A closer look at self-concept dimensions; however, reveals that grade and gender interaction was not significant for three dimensions (school, parent-relations, and peer-relations self-concepts); it was actually only significant for appearance self-concept. The results demonstrated that overall, females had higher levels of self-concept across the three grades than males. Male students' appearance self-concept was almost stable between grades 7 to 9, but it noticeably decreased as they moved from grade 9 to 11. This suggests that as male students grow up, they tend to have lower positive self-concept about their appearance. In contrast, female students' appearance self-concept followed an inconsistent pattern across the three grades. Females' appearance self-concept tended to decrease as they move from grade 7 to 9; yet, it increased again as they move to grade 11. In contrast with the current findings, a Canadian study showed that gender and time interaction was not significant for appearance self-concept; and girls manifested lower levels of appearance self-concept than boys across grades (grades 9 to 12) [6]. Similarly, Marcotte, Fortin, Potvin, and Papillon [32] reported that among Canadian adolescents (aged 11-18 years old), girls showed less positive body-image perceptions than boys.


      It should be noted that, unlike Oman, the participants in these studies came from mixed gender schools. Peer pressure might be different between same-gender peers or different gender peers. Girls might be affected by their male peers' views that males have stronger and more graceful bodies. As suggested by Shapka and Keating [6] societal and scholastic efforts should be made to counteract the negative messages girls receive about their bodies from other social agents. Of course, gender influence is mostly absent inside adolescents' schools in Oman as they are all single sex.


      However, the reason why Omani females in the current study demonstrated an inconsistent pattern of appearance self-concept development might be attributed to several reasons. Grade 7 students are still young and perceive themselves as being attractive. Hudson [33] explained that children of both genders start with high positive levels of self-esteem that start to diminish as they move from elementary school to middle or high school. However, after this stage, pubertal changes start to appear clearly in girls. Younger girls (i.e., grades 7-9) are still at their early stages of pubertal changes which negatively influence their appearance self-concept. As girls age, self-concept becomes clearer and more differentiated [1, 8]. Therefore, as female students move to grade 11, they are most likely to have a better understanding of their body-image and they can more accurately and confidently reveal their true appearance self-concept.


      Another reason is that girls are influenced by their female peers' feedback and body-image. They compare themselves with their peers which can make them feel unsatisfied with their appearance because they think that their peers are prettier than them. Numerous studies have shown the influence of peer feedback on adolescent girls' body image [34, 35].


      Much research has focused on female appearance self-concept [34, 35]. However, male appearance self-concept has been rarely addressed. Consistent with previous studies which reported that females manifest higher levels of positive body image (appearance self-concept) than males [36, 37], the current study also revealed that male students' manifested lower levels of appearance self-concept in all three grades (7, 9 and 11). In addition, the level of their appearance self-concept continues to decrease as they grow up. During this period of their life male adolescents like to spend much of their time outside their homes playing with their peers, practicing different types of sport and other activities. Thus, they are more susceptible to injuries and various physical confrontation than females. As a result, they might form negative perceptions of their appearance [38]. Moreover, often adolescent boys are given less attention associated with their physical appearance by their families than girls are. Boys prefer to take care of themselves and they often don't want their parents to interfere. On the other hand, parents, especially mothers, make sure that their girls look tidy and pretty to others. This attention could be due to girls approaching marriageable age at this time. These interpretations, however, need to be validated by future research. Furthermore, Leone et al. [38] found that there are various causes for male body image dissatisfaction such as bullying, having fewer friends, coping with criticism from parents and siblings, a desire to have the body of another person, and the use of drugs.


      There is a clear inconsistency in the literature regarding appearance self-concept development across age and gender. Moreover, since very scarce research has focused attention on age and gender interaction effects on appearance self-concept, conclusions as to whether Omani students are following global or cultural-specific patterns of development in this dimension cannot be made.


      Appearance self-concept, or so called body-image, was found linked to different well-being outcomes among adolescents such as depression [32, 36], self-esteem and stress [36], and life satisfaction [39]. Therefore, it is recommended that early interventions (e.g., training or self-reinforcement programs) should be executed by schools and families for adolescents during this time to avoid negative outcomes. Taking consideration of students' appearance self-concept is very important. Parents and teachers need to give positive messages for the students regarding their appearance and limit criticisms because this might negatively affect their mental health as well as their academic well-being. Also, school environments should be well prepared to confront the strong effects of media on students' appearance self-concept.


      The study findings also indicated that there were no interaction effects between age and grade on the other three dimensions of self-concept (school, parent-relations, and peer-relations self-concept). However, there were statistically significant gender differences in school, parent, and peer self-concepts, all of which revealed that female students have higher levels than male students. The Finding regarding school self-concept is consistent with previous research that reported higher school self-concept among females than males [e g., 37]; similar studies conducted with Omani adolescents uncovered the same result [23, 24].


      Several reasons could be behind the high levels of school self-concept among females. Adeeb [22] explained that Omani females started to receive education at a much later time than males did. It was not until Sultan Qaboos came to power in 1970 in Oman that females were allowed to attend school. This was a momentous step by the government to encourage females to gain an education. Thus, Omani female students started school with a strong passion to learn which positively influenced their self-concept. Motivation has been found in multiple studies to exert a strong effect on school self-concept [40, 41]. Previous Arabic studies have shown that female students had higher levels of motivation to learn than male students did [42, 43]. Similarly, Omani female students were found to have higher levels of motivation than male students. For example, Alharthy and Aldhafri [44] found that Omani female students scored higher than male students in both academic self-efficacy beliefs and task value. Academic achievement has a great role as well. A national project that focused on understanding the gap between Omani male and female students confirmed this achievement gap, with females outperforming males across different grades starting in elementary grades up to university level [45]. The researchers attributed this gap to a collection of variables including student motivation, study skills, socialization, and communication. Also, national TIMMS reports have revealed that Omani female students, in both grades 4 and 8, performed higher than their male counterparts [46, 47].


      Previous studies [5, 6, 21] have suggested that as students grow up, the levels of their school self-concept decreased. In contrast to these findings, the current study found no significant effects of grade on school self-concept. It is difficult to understand this trend in the current study using the available data. The researcher speculates, however, that these non-significant effects can be attributed to the effects of other intervening un-examined variables including cognitive, motivational, and behavior characteristics of the current sample. Future research may shed light on these findings using a comprehensive study model.


      In line with the current results, other studies have proved lower levels of social self-concept such as peer and close-friendship among boys in contrast to girls [5, 6]. Although, Alrajhi and Aldhafri [23] found insignificant gender differences in Omani eight graders' social self-concept (including both parent and peer self-concept items), which is inconsistent with the current findings. However, their examination of both parent and peer self-concepts as one variable (social self-concept) could have confounded the possible gender differences.


      Unlike previous studies which suggested that grade (or age) has effects on peers (or social self-concept) [e.g., 6; 20], the current study found no significant effects of grade on peer self-concept. For example, social self-concept was found positively correlated with age during middle school but negatively during secondary school [20]. Also, Shapka and Keating [6] reported increasing levels of close friendship self-concept with age (grades 9 to 12), although for boys, the increase was only clear for the last two years of high school.


      The current finding is similar to Chang et al. [17] who found no significant differences in social self-concept between children and adolescents, although it should be noted here that the current study is investigating adolescence only. The absence of differences in peer self-concept between the three grades (7, 9, and 11) can be explained by the nature of the collective society we have in Oman. As noted previously in the literature, collective societies usually appreciate social relationships and group connectedness [27]. Regardless of their ages, students in Oman usually have good connections with their peers and positively perceive their social relationships with them. However, generalizations cannot be made at this point and investigations into different age groups (such as children, adolescents, and adulthood) is crucial.


      In addition, this result is in line with Velasco-Barraza's and Muller's [5] findings that peer self-concept remained stable across grades (2, 4, 6, and 8) across three different cultures (Mexico, Chile and the US). It can be noticed that Omani adolescents followed the same pattern as these Western cultures as the levels of peer self-concept did not change with age. Therefore, cross-cultural research between Oman and other Eastern and Western cultures should be considered to examine the pattern that peer self-concept follows across different cultures.


      Turning to gender differences in parent relation self-concept. Similar to the current findings, some studies on parent self-concept (or family self-concept) have also found that female students have higher levels than male students [5]. Girls are generally assumed to have better communication and relationships' building skills which facilitate their social interaction and positively influences their social self-concept.


      Additionally, the current findings suggested significant effects on parent relations self-concept based on grade level. The findings revealed that grade seven students had higher levels of parent self-concept than grade nine students; also, grade nine students had higher levels of parent self-concept than grade eleven which suggests that as students grow up, they tend to have lower levels of parent self-concept. These findings are in line with Omani research related to parenting styles carried by Aldhafri and his colleagues [48, 49]. Older students were more likely to perceive their parent demands as being authoritarian and authoritative parenting styles compared with younger students. Students in higher grades resenting their parents' control might be reflected in their lower levels of parent self-concept found in the current study.


      Although it has been suggested that during adolescence parent relations become weaker while peer relations become stronger [17], the current study's findings support the suggestion that parent self-concept becomes weaker as students grow up, but they don't support the assumption that peer self-concept becomes stronger, since no differences in peer self-concept with grade level were found. The dimension of parent self-concept (or so-called family self-concept) is rarely studied in the literature. In contrast to parent self-concept, many studies have examined social self-concept which usually considers peer relation as a major part of it. Future research should direct more attention on parent self-concept development. Comparison between peer and parent self-concept developmental patterns may provide a better understanding of adolescents' social development and the importance of significant others in different developmental stages. Significant others play a major role in Arab-Muslim individuals' self-concept [25].

    


    
      CONCLUSION


      To sum up, the development of four dimensions of self-concept (i.e., general school, peer-relations, parent-relations, and appearance) across grade level and gender were examined in this study. It has been approved that male and females may develop different levels of self-concept as they grow up. Appearance self-concept was the only dimension affected by the interaction of grade and gender. Grade or gender differences in other dimensions of self-concept (i.e. general school, peer-relations, parent-relations) were also found.


      The current study has some limitations. First, the study utilized a cross-sectional design to detect self-concept development. Further studies need to consider Omani students' self-concept development using a longitudinal approach which was found to be more effective in detecting possible developmental changes in self-concept dimensions than cross-sectional approaches [6]. Following up with the current sample after a two year period may provide different findings of self-developmental patterns. Second, the current study focused only on adolescence; hence, investigation of self-concept dimensions across different developmental stages (for example, childhood to adulthood) or educational stages (for example, from primary to high school) is important. Third, cross-cultural studies that compare between Oman and other Western and non-Western countries can provide a more thorough understanding of self-concept development in relation to cultural effects.


      The current study has certain implications for students, schools, and parents. Training programs should be organized for students to reinforce their positive feelings about themselves, strengthen their positive self-concept, and assist them to reach a better understanding of themselves. Not only should students be targeted by such programs but also awareness raising programs should be implemented for teachers, school social workers and parents regarding psychological variables related to students, including self-concept. These agents, if properly trained, are in the best position to deal with students effectively and help them to develop a positive self-concept in different dimensions. Therefore, collaborative efforts should be exerted by various stakeholders such as the Ministry of Education, school administrations, social workers or counselors, and parents to improve and sustain students' mental health.
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