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Background. The problem of students’ adaptation to a new educational level (nor-
mative educational crises, according to Slobodchikov, 2008) is considered. Unlike 
the literature (Barber & Olsen, 2004; Akçinar, 2013; Symanyuk & Pecherkina, 2016; 
Nisskaya, 2018), we explored this problem from the standpoint of human agency 
and studied all categories of students to determine the general patterns of overcom-
ing normative educational crises.

Objective. The study aimed to explore the general criteria of agency — capacity to 
use psychological resources to solve problems and achieve goals — while overcoming 
normative educational crises (crises of adaptation to new learning conditions).

Design. The participants were 383 students aged 7–18 years (81 first graders, 
84 fifth graders, 110 tenth graders, and 108 freshmen). Students’ agency and psy-
chological resources were surveyed at the beginning of the first academic year at 
the new educational level. Adaptation criteria (informational, behavioral, and affec-
tive) were estimated at the end of the academic year. By using the k-means method 
of cluster analysis, each category of students was divided into clusters with similar 
agency indicators. We also compared agency indicators, abilities, and personal traits 
in these clusters by using U-tests and exploring correlation links between the psy-
chological resources and adaptation criteria indicators in each cluster by Spearman’s 
rank correlation coefficient.

Results and Conclusion. In each age category of students, we observed many sig-
nificant correlation links between the psychological resources and adaptation criteria 
indicators only in the cluster of students with a high agency level. We also found only 
isolated correlation links (or absence of links) between the psychological resources 
and adaptation criteria indicators in the clusters of students with a low agency level. 
This finding confirms our hypothesis that only students with a high level of agency 
use their psychological resources to successfully overcome normative educational 
crises. Students with a low agency level do not use their resources in full during nor-
mative educational crises: These students, despite their capacities, have a negative 
emotional state and problems in learning and behavior. This finding is also true for 
each age category of students. Thus, without human agency qualities, the intellectual 
and personal resources of students can remain unused during the period of adapta-
tion and further training, as the results of the study demonstrated.
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Introduction
The problem of students’ adaptation to a new educational level arose in the 1960s 
(Bozhovich, 1968; Cowen, 1973) and remains acute. At the beginning of training in 
grades 1, 5, and 10 (in accordance with the levels of education in Russia) and at the 
beginning of university training, each student must adapt to new learning condi-
tions. V.I. Slobodchikov (2008) defined these periods of adaptation as normative 
educational crises. We consider the problem of overcoming normative educational 
crises from the standpoint of human agency.

The term “agency” is generally used in philosophy and psychology to refer to the 
ability of individuals to direct their conscious activity to achieve goals. Agency, as a 
behavioral concept, is an individual’s sense of what  he or she can do and what he/she 
thinks he/she can do. Findings from psychologists’ surveys conducted in Russia and 
abroad (Koops, 2017; Borchet et al., 2017; Białecka-Pikul et al., 2017; Belolutskaya, 
Veraksa, 2016; Polito, Waters & McIlwain, 2015; McIlwain, 2015; Balconi, 2010; Le-
ontiev, 2010; Slobodchikov, 2008) have confirmed the agency role in child behavior. 
One of the most notable criteria of agency is the capacity to use abilities, personal 
traits, mental capabilities, and skills to solve problems and achieve goals (Abulkh-
anova, 2005). Agency formation in childhood means a gradual development of a 
child’s self-consciousness as a result of sequence of age-related crises. According to 
cultural-historical psychology (Vygotsky, 1983), age-related crises occur when the 
social situation of development changes: a new level of child consciousness appears, 
and social relationships remain the same. 

At the age of 6–7 years, a normal developing child needs a new social role — 
the role of pupil — to do socially important work and receive an evaluation from a 
teacher. The result of resolving the crisis at 6–7 years old is the formation of “the inner 
schoolchild position (ISP)” (Bozhovich, 1968) — the next level of a child’s agency. 

At the age of 11–12 years, the adolescence crisis begins, caused by the need for 
self-consciousness. Children of this age attempt to understand and realize them-
selves in different activities. Often, these activities are asocial; their ISP is reduced, 
as a rule. However, after resolving this crisis, the I-concept is formed, and the next 
level of agency occurs. Thus, adolescent crisis synchronization with normative edu-
cational crises of fifth graders, or tenth graders adaptation to the next educational 
level, may lead to a negative emotional state and to problems in learning and behav-
ior. We hypothesized that fifth graders with a high level of agency, whose ISP has 
been preserved, such as when the adolescence crisis did not begin, use their intel-
lectual resources and personal traits to successfully adapt to and overcome crises. 
Additionally, tenth graders with a high level of agency, whose self-consciousness and 
I-concept has been formatted as a result of adolescence crisis resolution, use their 
personal resources to successfully adapt to and overcome crises.

At the age of 17–18 years, the new adolescence crisis begins, caused by the need for 
a professional self-consciousness. A result of the youth crisis resolution is the readi-
ness to master the chosen profession — the next level of human agency. However, at 
the beginning of university training, not every freshman has this readiness. We hy-
pothesized that students with a high level of agency (as a result of youth crisis resolu-
tion) use their psychological resources to successfully adapt to and overcome crises. 

Thus, the general research hypothesis is as follows. During normative educational 
crises (crises of adaptation to the new level of education) human agency is the main 



Overcoming Normative Educational Crises: The Human Agency Factor  123

factor of success in each age group: students with a high level of human agency use 
their psychological resources to solve educational crisis problems. Accordingly, stu-
dents with a low level of agency do not use their resources in full: These students, 
despite their capacities, have negative emotional states and problems in learning and 
behavior.

Table 1
Methods for agency indicators assessment

Age Groups Agency Indicators Assessment Methods 

First graders Inner schoolchild position 
(ISP)

ISP technique (Nezhnova, 1988)

Fifth graders Personal traits (rule 
consciousness,  
self-discipline) 

CPQ — Children's Personality Questionnaire 
(Porter& Cattell, 1985; Rukavishnikov, 2000) 
factors 
G — rule consciousness
Q3 — self-discipline

Motives for achieving and 
self-development

School motives questionnaire (Rean, Yakunin, 
2004)
MA — motive for achieving
MS — motive for self-development

Tenth 
graders

Personal traits (rule con-
sciousness, locus of control) 

HSPQ — High School Personality Question-
naire (Rukavishnikov, 2000) factors 
G — rule consciousness
Purpose-in-Life Test (Leontiev, 2002)
LCI — locus of control – I
LCL — locus of control – Life

Motive for  professional 
training 

Motives for learning activities of students 
questionnaire (Rean, Yakunin, 2004)
MP — Motive of profession training

Goals in Life Purpose-in-Life Test (Leontiev, 2002)
GL — Goals in Life

Freshmen Personal traits (rule 
consciousness, self-discipline, 
locus of control) 

16PF  — Sixteen Personality Factor Question-
naire (Cattell et al., 1970; Rukavishnikov, 2000) 
factors 
G — rule consciousness
Q3 — self-discipline
Purpose-in-Life Test (Leontiev, 2002)
LCI — locus of control – I
LCL — locus of control – Life

Motive for professional 
training

Motives for learning activities of students ques-
tionnaire (Rean, Yakunin, 2004)
MP — motive for profession training
MK — motive for knowledge obtaining

Goals in Life Purpose-in-Life Test (Leontiev, 2002)
GL — Goals in Life
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Methods
The participants were 383 students (81 first graders, 84 fifth graders, 110 tenth 
graders, and 108 freshmen). The students’ agency indicators, abilities, and personal 
traits were surveyed at the beginning of the academic year (see Table 1 and Table 2). 
First graders’ agency indicators are also surveyed in the middle and at the end of 
the school year.

The adaptation criteria (informational, behavioral, and affective) were defined 
in accordance with B.F. Lomov’s systemic approach (Lomov, 1973). The adaptation 

Table 2
Methods for psychological recourse assessment

Recourses Assessment Methods

First graders intellectual abilities RPM — Raven Progressive Matrices test 
(Raven, 2000)

Fifth graders intellectual abilities RPM test (Raven, 2000)
personal traits CPQ — Children's Personality Questionnaire 

(Porter& Cattell, 1985; Rukavishnikov, 2000) 
factors 
 A — warmth
 B — intellectuality
 C — emotional stability
 D — overactivity, spontaneity
 E — dominance
 F — liveliness
 G — rule consciousness
 H — social boldness 
 I — sensitivity
 O — apprehension
 Q3 — self-discipline
 Q4 — tension, frustration

Tenth graders intellectual abilities RPM test (Raven, 2000)

personal traits HSPQ — High School Personality  
Questionnaire (Rukavishnikov, 2000) 
factors 
 A — warmth
 B — intellectuality
 C — emotional stability
 D — overactivity, spontaneity
 E — dominance
 F — liveliness
 G — rule consciousness
 H — social boldness
 I — sensitivity
 J — individualism
 O — apprehension
 Q2 — self-reliance
 Q3 — self-discipline 
 Q4 — tension, frustration
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criteria were estimated at the end of the academic year by using the expert assess-
ments method and academic performance analysis (see Table 3). 

Statistical analysis of the data was carried out in each age group according to 
the following scheme: (1) we divided each sample of students into homogeneous 

Table 3
Methods for adaptation criteria assessment

Adaptation criteria

informational behavioral affective

Pupils academic  
performance

expert assessment: rules of conduct, 
communication with teachers and 
classmates, ability to cooperate, 
etc. (on a scale of 0–2: 0 — no, 1 — 
sometimes, 2 — constantly)

expert assessment: tired 
appearance, absenteeism, 
isolation (on a scale of 0–2: 
0 — no, 1 — sometimes,  
2 — constantly)

Freshmen academic  
performance

self-assessment: adoption of the 
profession’s rules, communication 
with teachers and fellow students, 
ability to cooperate, etc. (on a scale 
of 0–2: 0 — no, 1 — sometimes, 
2 — constantly)

self-assessment: satisfaction 
with the choice of profession 
and university, quality of 
education, student life, etc.  
(on a scale of 0–2: 0 — no,  
1 — partially, 2 — yes)

Recourses Assessment Methods

Freshmen intellectual abilities, knowl-
edge

USE — The Unified State Exam sum result*) 

personal traits 16PF — Sixteen Personality Factor Question-
naire (Cattell et al., 1970; Rukavishnikov, 
2000) 
factors 
 A — warmth
 B — intellectuality
 C — emotional stability
 E — dominance
 F — liveliness
 G — rule consciousness
 H — social boldness
 I — sensitivity
 L — suspiciousness
 M — abstractedness
 N — shrewdness
 O — apprehension
 Q1 — openness to change
 Q2 — self-reliance
 Q3 — self-discipline
 Q4 — tension, frustration

* The USE is a series of exams in the Russian Federation that every student must pass after graduation 
from school to enter a university.
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groups (with a similar level of agency indicators) by the k-means method of cluster 
analysis; (2) agency indicators, abilities, and personal traits in these groups were 
compared by using the U-test; and (3) correlation links between the psychological 
resources and adaptation criteria indicators in each group were explored by Spear-
man’s rank correlation coefficient. Statistica v.13 software was used for computa-
tions.

Results and Discussion
6–7 Year-Old Crisis and First Graders’ School Adaptation Crisis
First, we divided all the pupils into clusters with similar ISP dynamics. Clus-
ter  1 (52%) comprised pupils with high agency: their ISP was formed before 
the beginning of the academic year. Cluster 2 (27%) comprised pupils with ISP, 
formed during the first half of the academic year. Cluster 3 (21%) comprised 
pupils with low agency: their ISP was not formed during the first academic year 
(see  Figure 1).

 

Figure 1. ISP in clusters during the academic year

The ISP differences between the clusters were proven by the U-test: between 
Clusters 1 and 2–3 in September (U = 0, p = 0.00), and between Clusters 1–2 and 3 
in February (U = 18, p < 0.001) and in May (U = 11, p < 0.001). We want to empha-
sise that we did not observe any statistically significant differences in the age and 
intellectual levels between the clusters of pupils. 

Next, we compared the adaptation criteria in the clusters at the end of the aca-
demic year (see Figure 2, Table 4). The comparison showed that the first graders 
from Cluster 1 were the best in overcoming the adaptation crisis. The results of 
the first graders from Cluster 2 were the same according to the informative and 
behavioral criteria (without any statistically significant differences), but their result 
according to the affective criteria was the lowest.
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Figure 2. Adaptation criteria in clusters at the end of the fi rst academic year

Table 4
Statistical diff erences of adaptation criteria between the clusters (U-test)

 Adaptation 
criteria

Cluster 1 – Cluster 2 Cluster 1 – Cluster 3 Cluster 2 – Cluster 3

Informational U = 257.5 ; p = 0.28 U = 149.0 ; p = 0.03 U = 91.5 ; p = 0.2
Behavioural U = 265.5 ; p = 0.36 U = 162.5 ; p = 0.07 U = 71.5 ; p = 0.04
Aff ective U = 192.0 ; p = 0.02 U = 227.5 ; p = 0.7 U = 79.0 ; p = 0.07

Th is shows a defi nite psychological restructuring in the fi rst graders’ conscious-
ness due to overcoming the age-related and educational crises simultaneously. Th e 
highest result, according to the behavioral criteria, in Cluster 2 confi rms this con-
clusion. Th e fi rst graders from Cluster 3 (despite having the same intellectual abili-
ties as pupils from Clusters 1 and 2) have the lowest result in overcoming the adap-
tation crisis according to the informative and behavioral criteria, but they are not 
worried regarding this matter (the aff ective criterion). Th is fi nding reveals social 
immaturity and a low agency level in Cluster 3.

One of the general criteria of agency, as aforementioned, is the readiness and 
capacity of an individual to use her or his abilities, personal traits, mental capa-
bilities, and skills to solve problems. To explore the peculiarities of intellectual re-
source application to solve adaptation problems, we calculated Spearman’s rank 
correlation coeffi  cient between the Raven Progressive Matrices (RPM) test result 
and the indicators of adaptation criteria in each cluster of fi rst graders. We found a 
statistically signifi cant correlation (p<0.05) between these parameters only in Clus-
ter 1 (see Figure 4). We did not observe any statistically signifi cant correlations 
between these parameters in Clusters 2 and 3.
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Figure 3. Correlations between intellectual abilities (RPM result)  
and indicators of adaptation criteria in Cluster 1

This confirms our hypothesis that first graders with a high level of agency, 
whose ISP was formed before starting school (as a result of the age crisis), use their 
intellectual resources to solve adaptation crisis problems.

Adolescent Crisis and Crises of Fifth Graders’ and Tenth Graders’  
Adaptation to the Next Educational Level 
First, by using the k-means method of cluster analysis, we divided all the pupils 
into clusters with similar agency level. Cluster 1 (67%) comprised pupils with a 
high level of agency. Cluster 2 (33%) comprised pupils with a low level of agency 
(see Figure 4). 

The differences between the clusters were proven for every characteristic by 
using the U-test (p < 0.000). We did not observe any statistically significant dif-
ferences in intellectual level (measured by RPM) between the clusters of pupils 
(U = 189,5; p = 0.65). After comparing the pupils’ personal traits (see Figure 5), we 
posed the following conclusions. The fifth graders from Cluster 2 are characterized 
by a statistically significant higher level of factors D, E, F, O, and Q4. These signs 
are the signs of the adolescence crisis beginning for fifth graders from Cluster 2.

 

Figure 4. Agency level in clusters: G, Q3, motives of achieving (MA),  
and self-development (MS)
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Figure 5. Personal traits in clusters of fi ft h graders (measured by CPQ)

To explore the peculiarities of intellectual and personal resource application 
to overcoming an adaptation crisis, we calculated Spearman’s rank correlation 
coeffi  cient between the pupils’ resources (intellectual and personal) and the indi-
cators of adaptation criteria in both clusters of fi ft h graders. We found many sta-
tistically signifi cant correlations (p<0.05) between these parameters in Cluster 1 
(see Figure 6). 

  

Cluster 1                                                                                     Cluster 2

Figure 6. Correlations between recourses (intellectual and personal) and adaptation 
criteria indicators in clusters of fi ft h graders

In Cluster 2, only isolated correlations were found. We also observed the ab-
sence of statistically signifi cant correlations between the RPM result and the indi-
cators of adaptation criteria in Cluster 2. Th is fi nding confi rms our hypothesis that 
fi ft h graders with a high level of agency, whose ISP has been preserved, because the 
adolescence crisis did not begin, use their intellectual resources and personal traits 
to successfully adapt to and overcome crises.

Similar results have been obtained with a sample of tenth graders. First, by 
using the k-means method of cluster analysis, we divided all the pupils into clus-
ters with similar agency levels. Cluster 1 (72%) comprised pupils with a high 
level of agency. Cluster 2 (28%) comprised pupils with a low level of agency (see 
Figure 7).
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Figure 7. Agency level in clusters: Goals in Life — GL; Locus of Control — LCI, LCL; 
motive for professional training MP; G factor

Th e diff erences between the clusters were proven for every characteristic by 
using the U-test (p < 0.001). We did not observe any statistically signifi cant diff er-
ences in the intellectual level (measured by RPM) between the clusters of pupils. By 
comparing the pupils’ personal traits (see Figure 8), we pose the following conclu-
sions. Th e tenth graders from Cluster 1 are characterized by a statistically signifi -
cant higher level of factors A, C, F, and H and a lower level of factors J, O, and Q2. 
Th ese signs are the signs of the adolescence crisis resolution of tenth graders from 
Cluster 1.

 
Figure 8. Personal traits in clusters of tenth graders (measured by HSPQ)

To explore the peculiarities of intellectual and personal resource application to 
overcoming an adaptation crisis, we calculated Spearman’s rank correlation coef-
fi cient between the RPM and HSPQ results and the indicators of adaptation criteria 
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in both clusters of tenth graders. We found some statistically significant positive 
correlations (p<0.05) between personal traits and adaptation criteria indicators in 
Cluster 1 (see Figure 9). 

  

Cluster 1                                                                                  Cluster 2

Figure 9. Correlations between resources (intellectual and personal) and adaptation 
criteria indicators in clusters of tenth graders

Social boldness (H) and self-discipline (Q3) are the main adaptation recourses 
for pupils with a high level of agency (Cluster 1). This finding partially confirms our 
hypothesis that tenth graders with a high level of agency, whose self-consciousness 
and I-concept has been formed as a result of adolescence crisis resolution, use their 
personal resources to successfully overcome the adaptation crisis. 

In Cluster 2, mostly negative correlations were found. We observed positive 
correlations only between information criteria indicators and personal traits such 
as liveliness (F) and apprehension (O); however, they are not resources.

Additionally, the absence of statistically significant correlations between the 
information criteria indicator (academic performance) and RPM result, and self-
discipline (Q3) and rule consciousness (G) was observed. This was caused by indi-
vidual learning styles and the fact that school conditions did not change, in general.

Youth Crisis and the Crisis of freshmen’s Adaptation  
to University Learning
First, by using the k-means method of cluster analysis, we divided all the pupils 
into clusters with similar agency levels. We could not divide the sample of freshmen 
into two clusters because of the variance in motivation indicators in the group of 
the students with a low level of agency personal traits. Thus, we used three clusters 
(see Figure 10).

Cluster 1 (54%) comprised students with a high level of these agency indica-
tors. Cluster 2 (31%) comprised students with a low level of personal traits but a 
high level of motivation; these students, we assert, want to learn but have not yet 
determined their life goals. Cluster 3 (15%) comprised students with a low level of 
personal traits and low level of motivation; we posited that these students entered 
the university not as a result of their conscious choice.

The students’ personal traits comparison (see Figure 11) led to the following 
conclusions. The freshmen from Cluster 1 are characterized by a statistically sig-
nificant higher level of factors A, C, G, and Q3 and a lower level of factor O. 
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Figure 10. Agency level in clusters: Goals in Life — GL; Locus of Control — LCI, LCL; 
MK — motive for obtaining knowledge, MP — motive for professional training; 
G, Q3 factors 16PF.

 
Figure 11. Personal traits in clusters of freshmen (measured by 16PF)

To explore the peculiarities of intellectual and personal resource application to 
overcoming adaptation crisis, we calculated Spearman’s rank correlation coeffi  cient 
between the students’ resources (intellectual and personal) and the indicators of 
the adaptation criteria in each cluster of freshmen. We found a statistically signifi -
cant positive correlation (p<0.05) between personal traits and adaptation criteria 
indicators in Cluster 1. In Clusters 2 and 3 only isolated links, mostly negative, were 
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found (see Figure 12). We noticed that the Unified State Exam results (USE) con-
nected with adaptation criteria in only Cluster 1.

    

 Cluster 1                                               Cluster 2                                               Cluster 3

Figure 12. Correlations between personal traits and adaptation criteria indicators in 
clusters of freshmen

This confirms our hypothesis that only freshmen with a high level of agency, 
with readiness to master the consciously chosen profession, use their psychologi-
cal resources (intellectual abilities, knowledge, personal traits) to successfully over-
come the adaptation crisis.

Discussion
In modern society, educational conditions in schools and universities have often 
been changed without considering students’ needs (Samokhvalova, Kryukova, 
2016; Symanyuk, Pecherkina, 2016; Akçinar, 2013; Karabanova, 2010; Deci et al., 
1991). On the one hand, this phenomenon leads to changes in the psychological 
context of age-related crises; on the other hand, it increases the duration of educa-
tional crises because new educational conditions and demands came without stu-
dents’ “needs and aspirations.” 

The results of the surveys demonstrated that students’ level of agency is the key 
factor of  successfully overcoming normative educational crises. In each age catego-
ry of students, we obtained the same result: In the group of students with a high level 
of agency indicators (i.e., Cluster 1) we observed many positive correlation links be-
tween indicators of psychological resources and indicators of adaptation crisis over-
come criteria. In the group(s) of students with a low level of agency indicators (i.e., 
in Cluster 2 and in samples of first graders and freshmen, Cluster 3), we observed 
only isolated correlation links between indicators of psychological resources and 
indicators of adaptation crisis overcome criteria. Consequently, educational results 
in Cluster 1 were determined by students’ resources. However, the same was not 
true for Clusters 2-3. This explains why smart, good children do not learn well often.

Conclusion
The result of the study confirms our hypothesis: Only students with a high level 
of agency use their psychological resources to successfully overcome normative 
educational crises. Students with a low agency level do not use their resources 
in full during the normative educational crises: These students to despite their 
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capacities, have a negative emotional state and problems in learning and behavior. 
This finding is true for each age category of students. Thus, without human agency 
qualities, the intellectual and personal resources of students can remain unused 
during the period of adaptation and further training, as the results of the study 
demonstrated. 

Limitations
The lack of statistically significant correlations between indicators of psychological 
resources and adaptation criteria may also be due to the small size of groups.
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