CHARACTERISTICS OF “CHRONIC INTEREST” AMONG ADOLESCENTS

by

Ling-Hui Wang

A dissertation submitted in partial fulfillment of
the requirements for the degree of
Doctor of Philosophy

(Educational Psychology)

at the
UNIVERSITY OF WISCONSIN-MADISON

2004



UMI Number: 3155147

INFORMATION TO USERS

The quality of this reproduction is dependent upon the quality of the copy
submitted. Broken or indistinct print, colored or poor quality illustrations and
photographs, print bleed-through, substandard margins, and improper
alignment can adversely affect reproduction.

In the unlikely event that the author did not send a complete manuscript
and there are missing pages, these will be noted. Also, if unauthorized

copyright material had to be removed, a note will indicate the deletion.

®

UMI

UMI Microform 3155147
Copyright 2005 by ProQuest Information and Learning Company.

All rights reserved. This microform edition is protected against

unauthorized copying under Title 17, United States Code.

ProQuest Information and Learning Company
300 North Zeeb Road
P.O. Box 1346
Ann Arbor, Ml 48106-1346



Committee’s Page. This page is not to be hand-written except for the signatures

Committee’s Page. This page is not to be hand-written except for the signatures

A dissertation entitled

CHARACTERISTICS OF "CHRONIC INTEREST"

AMONG ADOLESCENTS

submitted to the Graduate School of the
University of Wisconsin-Madison
in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the
degree of Doctor of Philosophy

by
Ling-Hui Wang
Date of Final Oral Examination: July 20, 2004

Month & Year Degree to be awarded: December 2004 May August

e e e e g e v e o s e s e d o e e e dhe e e o e e vk o v ke de e e ak e g e g ok e de e e ke e e de e Yo e e de e o e o de ok ke e e Aok o ke e e b e de e ek de sk e e e e e dr ke e e e sk de e de e e ke e de e e e ok

Approyal Signatures of Dissertation)Committee
r’f)ﬂﬂﬂfi/mk /MW
(L o V00 (f o 0

JAON N %%

Signature, Dean of Graduate School

Wooin Cocturatlotor/eH




Acknowledgments

This dissertation would not have been completed without a great deal of guidance and
support from many people. First of all, I would like to express my gratitude to my advisor,
Professor B. Bradford Brown, and the other dissertation committee members: Professors.
Deborah Lowe Vandell, Daniel M. Bolt, Hardin L. K. Coleman, and Richard S. Zeldin.

I am deeply grateful for Professor Brown’s continuous guidance and support throughout
this process. His wisdom, patience, and generosity have enriched my life tremendously. I also am
grateful for the encouragement and advice provided to me by the other committee members,
whose knowledge and insights were invaluable.

I would like to thank my colleagues, Kim Pierce, David Shernoff, and Kimberly
Dadisman, who have not only been great mentors, but also wonderful friends to me since we
worked together on the ESM project. Their research expertise and generous sharing of insights
made the writing of this dissertation a positive process.

To my good friends, Jianbin Fu and Yanmei Li, a big “thank you” for their friendship and
kind assistance in data analysis. I can never thank them enough for always being there for me
when [ needed them most. Thanks also go to my other friends, Joyce Hemphill and Jackie
Nguyen, for always cheering for me while I was striving to jump all the hurdles.

Thanks to the staff in the Department of Educational Psychology: Sharon Brown, Ruth
Landes, Barb Lienau, Nancy Cahill, Karen O’Connell, and Kelly Keiner, for their patience in
providing both information and spiritual support during my time as a student.

My special thanks go to Ruth Landes and her sister, Judith Landes, who have become
family to me, providing a secure base for me in times of need throughout my years in Madison.
Their love, wisdom, and kindred spirits have made them two of the most caring, inspirational,
and influential people in my life. They continue to teach me courage, compassion, and a
profound appreciation of Mother Nature’s endless beauty and wonders. Ruth and Judith are truly
angels in my life, and I am very blessed in having gained a family on this side of the globe!

I must express my gratitude to my family; especially my grandparents and parents to
whom I am eternally grateful for providing tremendous financial and spiritual support over the
years to make my dream of studying in the U.S. come true. Thanks also go to all my uncles and
aunts, who always believe in me and provide me with endless encouragement. Finally, I am
indebted to my three sisters, without whom my goal to pursue this degree would not have been
accomplished!



i

Table of Contents
TABLE OF CONTENTS ii
LIST OF TABLES iii
ABSTRACT iv
INTRODUCTION 1
ENGAGEMENT AS KEY TO WELL-BEING ......cuvtttiieiiciiireeeieicieirerireteseiesserassseseresessrassesssessiosossssssesesessiossiasesssssssesssonens 1
COMMITMENT AND INTEREST .....cceottreritisiercrerereeisisirereiesesesesossreresesesassssantssesieiosstssssessesssessissansesssssssessarsesssrssesssssnes 4
THE CONCEPT OF INTEREST ......ccittretrtreteeieisateeeseeeessratetesessiossissesesessiossistesesesssesosassssssssesssssssesnsressssssesssarsesssesssessssses 5
CHRONIC INTEREST AND BOREDOM ....cccoviciiiriiieiieiiiniirreereieiertsreessesesesersreeesessiesssarsessessssessisrassssssess iosssaseseresssesssasane 10
LIMITATIONS OF EXISTING RESEARCH .....cuvututurireririetereermereeemeresereseseseseseserstsseresssesssssssssmmtestrssssssssssssssrssssssssesssesssns 13
CHRONIC INTEREST AND OTHER VARIABLES ......couviiieiiteieieitreeeiteiesessretessissessstasesssasessssessasssesinessssresesessresssssssnnees 15
OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY ....couvvieeitteeietresesereseseresessstrtesstssesssssessssssesssossssssssesssesasessssessresesosessssessseessosssesesssosasesas 16
METHOD 18
PARTICIPANTS ...itiiiiittieeeittteesttreessteseaeseeseesnassesteeasesnbesesrntressassesssestresssntsesssnsesessantesesasassesssntetesssntenassonsasesesenenees 18
PROCEDURES ......cucttieeititeioiiveesintressssrnteisrssseessteeassresssaseresssssesesssssssssssesesssssesssesssesssosssesssoreeessssnnesssossesssansssesesssnesss 18
MEASURES ..ttvtteiieeiieeeieieitereteeeieisiststreetsesiosssasesesseiststesesessiesiasssseesssssasensnssessssessnssnseeesssssomsntsesssessssiosseserenereeesessononn 20
RESULTS 23
CHARACTERISTICS OF ACTIVITY CATEGORIES ...cvvvvieeereeeeertreseerteeresresesessressissesesssstesssssissesssssesesssasesesssnneesssessonsees 23
EXAMINING SITUATIONAL INTEREST ....cccveeteiteeeeereeeeeseeseeteeeessareeeessesesesssesssssssesssntassssssssesesesinesssssssessessresesssoneees 27
IDENTIFICATION OF CHRONIC INTEREST .......cctttiiitieeeirieeeirisresesrsssssinseesssssnesssossessssssneessssssssssosseresssssesssssssesssssassees 29
COMPARISON OF THE FOUR APPROACHES ......uvvttiiiteeeinreeeieinreseisreesessesesasssesssesseesssssssssssasesssssssessssesessansesseessnsnees 36
POSSIBLE DIFFERENCES BETWEEN INTERESTED AND UNINTERESTED ADOLESCENTS ..vvvevtetveenrrreteeereseisnennesenenens 40
DISCUSSION 48
REFERENCES 57
APPENDICES 67
APPENDIX A: THE ESM LOGBOOK .....cccutitiiiieeeiiieiererreeceinteesierreseessreeesatssesesstesesesseresesesseesssarsessssssessossasessssssnsneesss 67



iii

List of Tables
TABLE 1: DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS OF PARTICIPANTS ( IN = 191 ) cucoceiiiiiiriiciiriieieic ettt veesiee s 19
TABLE 2: SAMPLE SI1ZES BY NUMBER OF ACTIVITY CATEGORIES REPORTED ......vccovvvevevevesevseteeeieesiesssnsssesssssssesssessssssnesnes 24
TABLE 3: NUMBER OF TIMES EACH ACTIVITY CATEGORY MENTIONED .......cccvieviiveieeeeneeereeeteesieesseesseeineesstoasesisesssssonnesans 25
TABLE 4: WITHIN-RESPONDENT FREQUENCY OF EACH ACTIVITY CATEGORY .....vvocoveecrviesireeseesesinsessesessesesaressenssosnesanns 26
TABLE 5: AVERAGE INTEREST SCORE BY ACTIVITY CATEGORY ....ovevviveeievareeisesiessassassnsessessnassassessessssassssenmessessessnssssaneas 28
TABLE 6: HLM RESULTS OF AVERAGE INTEREST SCORES AND STANDARD ERRORS BY ACTIVITY CATEGORY ......oocvuvernnen.. 30
TABLE 7: RESULTS OF THE VARIANCE COMPONENT TESTS FOR THE PRESENT HLM MODEL.............ccoovcvuvriveenieeeveenn, 31
TABLE 8: CLASSIFICATIONS OF PARTICIPANTS USING DIFFERENT SCHEMES .....cccvvevvietiiereenneeresereieisesisessesssesenesnnesssessnes 33
TABLE 9: COMPARISONS OF DIFFERENT CLASSIFICATION SCHEMES .......ccveeceeaueeerieeeeereeeresesesseetsesssesssosnssesssssessassonsssnes 37
TABLE 10: DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS OF INTERESTED AND UNINTERESTED ADOLESCENTS ....c.ovveveeveeeveeeiereaenenn, 41

TABLE 11: CORRELATIONS AMONG CHRONIC INTEREST, SELF-DETERMINATION, CONCENTRATION, AND SOCIAL-
RELATEDNESS (N = 191 ). eevveveoeeeeeeeeeeeeeeseeesesseeseeeesssess oo s sess oo s se st sessss s sssrsesessssesesesss s esesssss e oo 42

TABLE 12: MAIN AND INTERACTION EFFECTS OF CHRONIC INTEREST, GENDER, AND ETHNICITY ON SELF-DETERMINATION,
CONCENTRATION, AND SOCIAL-RELATEDNESS «...cvvecevvieietiviueeiteseseesesessssesssesssssssstseasssssssnseenseesssnesanesssosesesssessssees 43

TABLE 13: MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS FOR SELF-DETERMINATION, CONCENTRATION, AND SOCIAL-RELATEDNESS
BY CHRONIC INTEREST c..c.veve ettt eeeeneeeeeteeees s eseaeetssaetesesaaesssmateeesabenssennratesanntaes snenesesestetessaaneessessenesenssntanesanns 44



v
Abstract

This study was designed to examine whether adolescent chronic interest can be viewed as a
stable personal characteristic. Data from 191 adolescents in eighth grade were collected using the
Experience Sampling Method (ESM). Results revealed significant variations in average interest
levels among adolescents’ daily activities, indicating a need to take into account adolescents’
participation in different activities when assessing chronic interest. Several operationalizations of
chronic interest were employed and compared; most indicated that respondents’ classifications
into one of the three interest groups (interested, uninterested, and other) were somewhat stable
across fall and spring. However, variability in individuals’ group memberships across the two
time points was also noticeable. Chronic interest was found to be associated with some
psychological outcome variables, but not demographic or behavioral ones. Interested adolescents
outscored their uninterested peers on self-determination and concentration, but not social
relatedness. They did not differ by gender, ethnicity, or socioeconomic status. No significant

difference regarding usage of after-school time was found.



Introduction

Although having been a major subject of investigation in educational psychology, human
interest, particularly at the level of personal characteristic, has rarely entered the realm of
adolescent psychology. A review of major developmental theories indicates that positively and
continuously engaging the self with certain aspects of the world is essential to one’s well-being,
and that interest plays a central role in fostering and sustaining engagement. Past research
suggests that abiding or chronic interest is closely related to various indices of positive
development, and implies that individual differences exist with regard to the tendency to
manifest interest or lack of interest in everyday life. Existing methods, however, fail to control
for situational factors when assessing individuals’ levels of chronic interest; therefore, whether
chronic interest can be construed as a situational or personal variable remains unclear. With more
refined approaches, this study sought to identify adolescents who stably manifest high interest in
life versus those who frequently feel uninterested across two time periods. The two groups of
adolescents were then contrasted on a number of background and outcome variables.
Engagement as Key to Well-Being

From a life-span perspective, adolescence is a crucial developmental period in which
certain values and competencies ought to be acquired in order to prepare the individual for
successful adulthood. Over the past few decades, various theorists have postulated that one goal
of human development is to establish positive relationships with the world. Scholars from
different disciplines (e.g., philosophy, psychology, religion) agree that to truly enjoy life and feel
life is meaningful, one needs to connect oneself with certain spheres of the world, such as

hobbies, careers, persons, or institutions. For instance, Frankl (1963) asserted that it is through



creating, doing, or experiencing something that the meaning of life is discovered, and that being
human “profoundly means being engaged and entangled in a situation” (1988, p. 51).
Psychologists such as Erikson (1950) and Maslow (1965) emphasized the important role that
relationships play in one’s well-being. More specifically, Erikson’s theory indicates that
contributing one’s knowledge and wisdom to later generations is crucial to bringing about a
sense of integrity in life, and to Maslow, true happiness usually comes from the pursuit and
actualization of one’s interests and values. Therefore, establishing positive relations with the
world (be it people or objects) helps an individual to go beyond oneself (Magen, 1998), and the
essence of optimal human development is that through this kind of transcendence one gradually
increases one’s psychological complexity—a set of wisdom and competencies that allow
equilibrium (i.e., a good fit) to be attained between the self and the environment
(Csikszentmihalyi & Rathunde, 1998).

Building on theories like these, scholars in recent years have started to emphasize that
engagement is a competency that ought to be developed in adolescence because of its crucial
relationship with well-being in adulthood (Bar-Tur, Levy-Shiff, & Burns, 1998; Nakamura, 2001;
Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2003; Reitzes, 2003). For instance, Nakamura (2001)
conceptualizes vital engagement as “an absorbing and meaningful relationship to the world” (p. 5)
whereby adulthood can be regarded as fulfilling and enjoyable. She notes that young people
should be encouraged to develop sustained, positive interactions with certain aspects of the world.
By establishing this relationship, a person’s attention and energy are channeled in a particular
direction, which facilitates achievements and garners a sense of meaning and joyfulness.

Echoing this notion, scholars endorsing the recent movement of positive adolescent



3
development, which views adolescents as resources, also stress the importance for adolescents of
learning to become engaged individuals. With a systematic perspective, Lerner and colleagues
(Lerner, Brentano, Dowling, & Anderson, 2002) assert that positive adolescent development
should be aimed at achieving positive interactions with the contexts in which one lives.
According to these researchers, every youth has the potential to develop competencies and to
contribute oneself to the civic society. Other scholars (Benson, Scales, & Mannes, 2003; Damon
& Gregory, 2003; Eccles, Templeton, Barber, & Stone, 2003; Scales & Leffert, 1999) also
propose that youth should be encouraged to be involved in community building, and that
personality strengths such as social responsibility, moral values, and commitment to learning, are
pertinent assets that should be cultivated during adolescence.

Engagement can be played out with many different activities, people, and institutions in
adolescence, and empirical studies indicate that this sustained, positive relationship with the
world is closely related to various indices of well-being. For instance, Magen (1998) asked youth
about the kinds of experiences that make them happy. She found that joy can be derived not only
from activities that are thought to be purely fun and pleasurable (like making new friends), but
also from engaging in altruistic behavior that extends one’s concerns to others. Others have
examined relations between participation in extracurricular activities and adolescent outcomes,
finding that learning and performing talent-related activities such as music and sports is
associated with various adjustment indicators such as mood (Gore, Farrell, & Gordon, 2001),
self-esteem (Barkto & Eccles, 2003), and academic performance (Barkto & Eccles, 2003; Jordan,
1999; Zaff, Moore, Papillo, & Williams, 2003). Moreover, civic engagement during adolescence

facilitates the development of identity, autonomy, and responsibility (Youniss, McLellan, Su, &
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Yates, 1999; Youniss & Yates, 1997). Therefore, abundant research has provided support for the
notion that adolescents’ engagement with the world is closely related to overall adjustment and
well-being.

Both individual and situational factors may contribute to the development of engagement.
Although empirical support is scarce, common sense makes it plausible that factors such as
cognitive ability, emotional maturity, or available resources affect whether an individual is
willing to, or is able to, continuously direct one’s attention toward certain activities.

Utilizing the Experience Sampling Method (ESM; Csikszentmihalyi & Larson, 1984)",
which views a person’s momentary psychological or behavioral patterns as providing rich
information for understanding development, this study focused more on individual factors than
on situational ones. More specifically, this study investigated whether it is possible to identify
individual differences in the likelihood of becoming engaged persons, by the long-term interest
adolescents manifest toward their everyday life. Prior to describing the construct of chronic
interest, the following sections outline (a) a mechanism through which engagement is thought to
be fostered and formed, namely, commitment to learning, and (b) the concept of interest and its
relationship with continuous learning.

Commitment and Interest

Engagement implies commitment. Life-long engagement with the world almost

inevitably involves a continuous process of learning. In fact, the importance of this individual-

level variable is clearly addressed by Lerner and colleagues (2002): “A youth who is thriving is

! This research method requires participants to wear a pager that is programmed to signal several
times a day; individuals then record information such as their activity, companions, and
emotional states in a booklet. Analysis of these data has proven successful in capturing and
understanding different aspects of adolescent development.



engaged in person-context regulatory processes that eventuate in healthy and productive adult
personhood” (p. 25). Noting that rapid social-ecological changes have brought about new
challenges to adolescents, Mortimer & Larson (2002) advocate that young people should be
taught to enjoy learning and to “continually relearn” (p. 16) in order to meet these challenges.

Positive experience with the person-environment interacﬁon is one of the main reasons
that a person continuously seeks to grow. Csikszentmihalyi and Rathunde (1998) point out that
for development to be intrinsic, ongoing, and complex, a person must enjoy as many aspects of
life as possible. Nakamura (2001) further notes that enjoyable absorption, as well as a sense of
significance, is the foundation of vital engagement. The commonality of these notions is that
flow—an individual’s experience characterized by intense concentration and a sense of
enjoyment (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975, 1990; Nakamura & Csikszentrhihalyi, 2002)—plays a
crucial role in the development of engagement. The flow theory helps explain why some
activities are viewed as truly rewarding when no tangible incentives are associated with them.
People are usually intrinsically motivated to pursue or engage in some activity because of the
highly concentrated and “loss-of-self” feeling associated with that activity. According to the flow
model, it is due to flow that individuals such as artists, scientists, or athletes are compelled to
commit themselves to the continuous pursuit of their work or hobby. In other words, a
continuous pursuit of flow-related experience, or put succinctly, chronically experienced flow, is
one of the major contributors to engagement.
The Concept of Interest

The concept of interest is closely related to flow. Colloquially, interest refers to

something that a person finds to be intriguing or attractive, with which he or she has the



inclination to interact. Attention on human interest dates back to the end of the 19™ century.
William James first pointed out the function of interest as a tool of directing and organizing an
individual’s attention and experience:

Millions of items of the outward order are present to my senses which never properly

enter into my experiences. Why? Because they have no interest for me. My experience is

what I agree to attend to. Only those items which I notice shape my mind—without
selective interest, experience is an utter chaos. Interest alone gives accent and emphasis,
light and share, background and foreground—intelligible perspective, in a word. (James,

as cited in Hunter and Csikszentmihalyi, 2003)

A more elaborated delineation of interest was later provided by John Dewey (1913), who
characterized interest as active, objective, and personal in that it encourages the individual to
actively initiate concerns over, or interactions with, a certain object. Furthermore, interest serves
to link the person with some object because an underlying sense of value is usually assumed for
such a relationship. Therefore, according to Dewey (1913), an individual may become
completely “engaged, engrossed, or entirely taken up with some activity” (p. 17). As the
following excerpt indicates, interest was also posited to form one’s identity:

[T]rue interests are signs that some material, object, mode of skill (or whatever) is

appreciated on the basis of what it actually does in carrying to fulfillment some mode of

action with which a person has identified himself. Genuine interest, in short, simply
means that a person has identified himself with, or has found himself in, a certain course

of action. (Dewey, 1913, p. 43)

According to these two philosophers, interest serves the function of regulating a person’s



attention and energy. As Hunter (2002) has summarized, “The selective power of interest, gives
form and flavor to what senses bring into awareness” (p. 11). If continuously pursued or
cultivated, interests exert great impact on various aspects of human development such as
cognition, motivation, personality, and so forth.

The study of interest and other affective variables (i.e., motivation, psychological needs,
and volition), however, did not become a major area of psychological study until approximately
two decades ago (Boekaerts & Boscolo, 2002). Recent theories posit that interest is a
multifaceted construct and can be analyzed from different perspectives (Krapp, 1999; Krapp,
Hidi, & Renninger, 1992). For instance, some researchers view interest as a type of positive
emotion (Egloff, Schmukle, Burns, Kohlmann, & Hock, 2003; Fredrickson, 2000; Izard, 1977;
Watson, 2002). Interest, according to Izard (1977), is “the feeling of being caught up, fascinated
or curious” (p. 100). Other researchers view interest as a cognitive variable (Nauta, Kahn, Angell,
& Cantarelli, 2002; Renninger, 1992). For example, echoing Dewey’s (1913) viewpoint,
Rathunde & Csikszentmihalyi (1993) regard interest as involving a sense of worthiness the
individual attaches to the recipient of interest. Simply put, interest can be viewed as an affective
state or a value-laden variable.

The multifaceted nature of interest allows it to be studied at both the situational level and
the individual level (see Boekaerts & Boscolo, 2002, for a discussion). Research on situational
interest primarily concerns the characteristics of an object or an environment that are most likely
to elicit interest (Hidi & Anderson, 1992; Hidi & Berndorff, 1998, Schraw & Lehman, 2001).
This line of research views interest as “dependent on favorable environmental conditions”

(Boekaerts & Boscolo, 2002, p. 378), and tends to focus on the inherent “interestingness” or






