
Children's self-evaluations and
attributions in achievement settings.

Item Type text; Dissertation-Reproduction (electronic)

Authors Winsky, Denise Lynn.

Publisher The University of Arizona.

Rights Copyright © is held by the author. Digital access to this material
is made possible by the University Libraries, University of Arizona.
Further transmission, reproduction or presentation (such as
public display or performance) of protected items is prohibited
except with permission of the author.

Download date 16/05/2023 14:05:27

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/186267

http://hdl.handle.net/10150/186267


INFORMATION TO USERS 

This manuscript has been reproduced from the microfilm master. UMI 

films the text directly from the original or copy submitted. Thus, some 

thesis and dissertation copies are in typewriter face, while others may 

be from any type of computer printer. 

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 bleedthrough, substandard margins, 

and improper alignment can adversely affect reproduction. 

In the unlikely event that the author did not send UMI 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. 

Oversize materials (e.g., maps, drawings, charts) are reproduced by 

sectioning the original, beginning at the upper left-hand corner and 

continuing from left to right in equal sections with small overlaps. Each 

original is also photographed in one exposure and is included in 

reduced form at the back of the book. 

Photographs included in the original manuscript have been reproduced 

xerographically in this copy. Higher quality 6" x 9" black and white 

photographic prints are available for any photographs or illustrations 

appearing in this copy for an additional charge. Contact UMI directly 

to order. 

----------

U·M·I 
University Microfilms International 

A Bell & Howellinformatton Company 
300 North Zeeb Road. Ann Arbor. M148106-1346 USA 

313/761-4700 800/521-0600 





Order Number 9328571 

Children's self-evaluations and attributions in achievement 
settings 

Winsky, Denise Lynn, Ph.D. 

The University of Arizona, 1993 

V·M·I 
300 N. Zeeb Rd. 
Ann Arbor, MI 48106 





CHILDREN'S SELF-EVALUATIONS AND ATTRIBUTIONS 

IN ACHIEVEMENT SETTINGS 

by 

Denise Lynne Winsky 

A Dissertation Submitted to the Faculty of the 

DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATIONAL PSYCHOLOGY 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements 
For the Degree of 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

In the Graduate College 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 

199 3 

1 



THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 
GRADUATE COLLEGE 

As members of the Final Examination Committee. we certify that we have 

2 

read the dissertation prepared by __ ~D~e~n~~~'s~e~L~y~n~n~e~W~~~'n~s~k~y~ __________ __ 

entitled Children's Self-Evaluations and Attributions in 

Achievement Settings 

and recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation 

requirement for the Degree of 

Shitala P. Mishra 

Doctor of Philosophy 

/). - /1- '72-
Date 

/z .-/),..92 
"Date 

Date 

Date 

Date 

Final approval and acceptance of this dissertation is contingent upon 
the candidate's submission of the final copy of the dissertation to the 
Graduate College. 

I hereby certify that I have read this dissertation prepared under my 
direction and recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation 
requirement. 

Date 
Jo Obrzut 



3 

STATEMENT BY AUTHOR 

This dissertation has been submitted in partial 
fulfillment of requirements for an advanced degree at The 
University of Arizona and is deposited in the university 
Library to be made available to borrowers under rules of the 
library. 

Brief quotations from this dissertation are allowable 
without special permission, provided that accurate 
acknowledgment of source is made. Requests for permission 
for extended quotation from or reproduction of this 
manuscript in whole or in part may be granted by the head of 
the major department or the Dean of the Graduate College 
when in his or her judgment use of the material is in the 
interests of scholarship. In all other instances, 
permission must be obtained from the author. 

SIGNED: al..w. ~ 1J""1J 



4 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

I am very grateful for the encouragement and support of 

my research advisor, Dr. John Obrzut. His insistence at my 

selecting a research topic in which I could maintain 

interest was invaluable to me, as was his expertise in the 

craft of scholarly writing. I am very appreciative of the 

support and suggestions of my other doctoral committee 

members, Dr. Shitala Mishra and Dr. Kenneth smith. 

This study could not have been completed without the 

cooperation of the students and teachers at st. Cyril 

School, as well as the support of its principal, Jo Ann 

Sayre. They all provided a most pleasant environment in 

which to work. 

I am especially grateful for Jessie Fryer's assistance 

in typing the manuscript in its many forms, and for her 

constant encouragement and words of support. 

Much credit for the success of this project must be 

given to my children, Laura and Jason, for their eternal 

patience with Mom being busy at her desk. 



1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Page 

LIST OF TABLES............................... 7 

ABSTRACT. • • • • • • . • • . • • • . • . . • • . • • • • • . . • . • • • • • • • 8 

INTRODUCTION •••..••.••••.••••.•.•.••••••..••• 10 

statement of the Problem................ 12 
Purpose of the Study.................... 14 
Research Questions...................... 15 
Definition of Terms..................... 16 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE ..•....•.•••••......• 18 

The Foundation: Motivation Theory...... 18 
Attribution theory and Research......... 23 

Research Paradigms for . 
Attribution Research........ 27 

Affective Consequences of 
Effort Versus Ability 
Attributions................ 29 

Effects of Social Comparison 
Information on 
Self-Evaluations ••••.•• ~.... 31 

Environmental Influence on 
Self-Evaluation............. 33 

METHODOI..OGY •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 38 

Subj ects. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 38 
Materials. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 38 
Procedure. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 39 
Data Analysis........................... 44 

RESULTS •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 45 

Self-Evaluations........................ 45 
Attributions. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 47 

Ability. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 47 
Effort. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 52 
Task Difficulty.................... 55 

Covariate: Self-Concept................ 58 
Summary. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 58 

5 



5. 

TABLE OF CONTENTS--Continued 

DISCUSSION •••••••••••••••• 

Purpose of the Study. 
Summary of Results ••• 

Self-Evaluation. 
Ability ••••••••• 
Effort ........... . 
Task Difficulty. 
Self-Concept ••••• 

Summary .............. . 
Theoretical and Practical 

Implications •••••••••• 
Recommendations for Future 

Research ............. . 

APPENDIX A: RESPONSE SHEETS A AND B. 

REFERENCES. 

Page 

60 

60 
61 
61 
63 
63 
65 
66 
68 

69 

71 

74 

77 

6 



LIST OF TABLES 
Table Page 

1 Means and Standard Deviations for Self
Evaluation Scores for Task, Grade and 
outcome. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 46 

2 Analysis of Covariance: Self-Evaluation 
by Task Structure by Grade by Outcome 
with Self-Concept as a Covariate............. 48 

3 Means and Standard Deviations for 
Ability Scores for Task, Grade and 
outcome...................................... 50 

4 Analysis of Covariance: Ability by 
Task Structure by Grade by outcome 
with Self-Concept as a Covariate............. 51 

5 Means and Standard Deviations for Effort 
Scores for Task, Grade, and Outcome......... 53 

6 Analysis of Covariance: Effort by 
Task Structure by Grade by Outcome 
with Self-Concept as a Covariate............. 54 

7 Means and Standard Deviations for Task 
Difficulty Scores for Task, Grade and 
Outcome. • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • . . . • . . • • • • • • • . . . . . 56 

8 Analysis of Covariance: Task Difficulty 
by Task Structure by Grade with Self-
Concept as a Covariate....................... 57 

7 



8 

ABSTRACT 

The effects of task structure and task outcome on the 

self-evaluations children make were examined in the study. 

One hundred forty seven students in second, fourth, sixth, 

and eighth grades were surveyed following successful and 

unsuccessful outcomes in a classroom achievement setting. 

Students were randomly divided into two task structure 

groups: individual, competitive task structure, and 

cooperative learning groups. The students worked under 

these differing task structures on a reading comprehension 

activity. Half the students in each group and each grade 

were told they had done well on the comprehension exercise 

and half were told they had done poorly, then all were 

surveyed. Students who were told they had succeeded made 

higher self-evaluations than did students who were told they 

had failed. At all grade levels, and in both task structure 

groups, students were much happier with themselves and their 

work if they were told they had done well, than if they 

believed that had done poorly. Students who believed they 

had succeeded made more attributions to the internal 

attributions of abiiity and effort than did those who 

thought they had failed at the task. Younger students 

attributed outcome more to effort than did older students 

and students working under the cooperative learning task 
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structure attributed outcome more to ability and task 

difficulty than did students working in competitive groups. 

These results found in a naturalistic classroom environment 

contribute to previous findings from attribution research in 

laboratory settings. 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 
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This chapter will provide a brief overview of the 

aspect of attribution research highlighted in this study, as 

well as a statement of the problem it addresses. The 

purpose of the study, specific research questions explored 

in the study, and definitions of significant terms are also 

included. 

A number of theoretical models have been developed to 

help educators and psychologists understand and predict 

children's achievement behavior. One such model that has 

received attention recently is attribution theory. The 

attributions children make based on their achievement have 

significant impact on subsequent achievement, motivation, 

and behavior. Attribution researchers ask subjects for 

explanations of what "causes" a particular outcome (e.g., 

success or failure) and examine the perceived attributions 

that people use for explaining these outcomes (Nicholls, 

1978: stipek & Tannatt, 1987: Weiner, 1972, 1990). 

Weiner (1972, 1985) proposed an attribution theory 

approach to achievement motivation, which gives people's 

explanations for success and failure an important role in 

the determination of later achievement behavior. Weiner 

assumed that people ask themselves why they succeed or fail, 
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and he presented ability, effort, task difficulty, and luck 

as the main causal factors explaining these outcomes. Marsh 

(1986) further differentiated the model to posit ability and 

effort as personal or internal factors. Further 

delineating, ability can be considered stable and beyond 

immediate control, and effort is considered unstable and 

under voluntary control. Likewise, difficulty is a stable 

characteristic of a task, and luck is unstable. Other 

theorists have proposed that adults and children are 

motivated by a need to enhance their self-esteem and that 

the attributions they make reflect this need called 

attributional egotism (Snyder, Stephan, & Rosenfield, 1978) 

and the self-serving bias (Zuckerman, 1979). This 

hypothesis finds that we tend to attribute successes to 

internal causes (ability, effort) and failure to external 

causes (luck, task difficulty), thus protecting our self

esteem and our belief in our ability to improve performance. 

Attribution researchers have studied effects of success 

and failure outcomes in a variety of ways, most often by 

experimentally manipulating success and failure in a 

laboratory setting with individual adults or children. A 

few studies have examined gender differences in affective 

responses, and some have found sex differences in children's 

causal attributions, especially under ambiguous performance 

feedback (Licht, Stader, & Swenson, 1989), as well as 

-----.---- ------
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differences in the structure of academic self-concept for 

boys and girls (Skaalvick & Ranken, 1990). Developmental 

changes in children's explanations for their successes and 

failures have also been found (Wigfield, 1988). Nicholls 

and Miller (1991) found changes in reasoning about the 

effect of effort and ability on task outcomes as children 

mature. In achievement settings, the classroom where 

children have the most experience with successes and 

failures, affective responses and attributions can directly 

affect self-esteem and future school performance (Chapman, 

Lambourne, & silva, 1990; Whitley & Frieze, 1985). This 

study will examine further the impact of teacher behaviors 

and task structure on the attributions children make for 

their academic performance. 

Statement of the Problem 

Shavelson and Marsh (1986) have defined self-concept as 

a person's perception of him- or herself, based on one's own 

experience with and interpretation of their environment. 

These perceptions are influenced especially by evaluations 

of significant other's reinforcements, and one's 

attributions for one's own behavior. While students surely 

judge themselves as learners based on their past 

performance, the latter part of the above definition "one's 

attributions for one's own behavior" is less clear. Younger 

students who don't have lengthy histories of past 
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achievement must rely on other criteria for their self

evaluations, and some researchers have shown that not all 

students pay attention to past performance or compare their 

own performance with others in judging their own abilities 

(Jagacinski & Nicholls, 1987; Keil, McClintock, Kramer, & 

Platow, 1990; Ruble, Feldman, & Boggiano, 1975). 

Another area that has received limited attention is the 

examination of what factors other than performance outcome 

influence students' self-evaluations and attributions. Do 

students enter achievement situations with a pre-determined 

academic self-concept? Further, which variables, within the 

classroom, such as teacher behavior and classroom structure, 

influence students' affective responses? Several 

researchers (Johnson, Johnson, & Anderson, 1978; Johnson, 

Johnson, & Scott, 1978; Stephan, Burnam, & Aronson, 1979) 

have compared competitive, cooperative, and individualistic 

task structures to examine their effects on achievement, 

attitudes toward schooling, and attributions for outcomes to 

luck or skill of self or others. 

Ames and Felker (1979) surveyed 400 children across 

grade levels, who were presented with a story about other 

children' achievements in differing task structures. They 

examined how the reward structure of an achievement setting 

affects children' attributions and their evaluations of 

performance. They found that children's achievement-based 



judgments of success and failure depend upon the social 

context of the setting. specifically, they found that 

competition accentuates the value placed on achievement 

outcomes, and that cooperative groups promote positive 

outcomes primarily when they are successful at their 

assigned task. 
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Similarly, Johnson and Johnson (1979, 1991) have 

concluded from their years of research on cooperative 

learning that cooperative learning principles promote 

positive affects on students' overall academic achievement, 

and attitudes toward teachers, peers, school, and self

esteem. A direct comparison of students' self-evaluations 

and affective responses in competitive and cooperative 

classroom task structures across grade levels, should be a 

useful addition to attribution research. 

Purpose of the Study 

Much of the early attribution research described has 

taken place in laboratory settings. Here the researcher may 

work with an individual adult or child on a spatial or 

cognitive memory task, or the subject may make"attributions 

for outcomes after viewing a story or videotape, or having 

one read to them (Keil, McClintock, & Kramer, 1990; Ruble, 

Feldman, & Boggiano, 1976). These studies have the 

advantage of tight experimental control. The researcher 

manipulates variables systematically, and the internal 
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validity of these studies is strong. Research conducted in 

naturalized settings lends strength in external validity to 

the findings. Replicating results found in laboratory 

settings in classroom studies provides generalizability of 

findings. Direct observation of students in competitive and 

cooperative task structures in a natural classroom setting, 

with the classroom teacher conducting the experimental 

sessions may aid educators in their understanding of how 

classroom variables such as task structure directly 

influence students' affective r~sponses to their work. 

Research Questions 

This study will take place within a regular classroom 

setting, with the classroom teacher conducting the 

experimental sessions, which will take place during the 

students' reading class. Several issues related to self

evaluation and attributions children make under differing 

task structures (competitive and cooperative) and outcomes 

(success and failure) will be addressed. specifically, 

research questions are: 

1. What attributions and self-evaluations do children 

make under different achievement outcomes? 

Specifically, do they tend to make (a) internal 

attributions (ability, effort) to successes, and 



(b) external attributions (task difficulty) to 

failing outcomes? 

2. Do students working under competitive task 

structures make different self-evaluations and 

attributions from students working under 

cooperative task structures? 

3. Are there developmental differences in the self

evaluations and attributions of the students in 

the treatment groups? 

4. Do students with high reading self-concepts make 

different affective responses from students with 

low reading self-concepts? 

Definition of Terms 
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Because the following terms may be used in a variety of 

ways in other research, definitions pertaining to their use 

in this project are described below. 

Achievement Behavior. The amount of effort a student 

puts into his/her work, as measured by post-activity self

report. 

Attribution. The "cause" given for an outcome. 

Attributions measured in this project will be ability, 

effort, and task difficulty (Weiner, 1979). 

competitive Task structure. A classroom structure in 

which the goals of the separate participants are so linked 

that there is a negative correlation among their goal 



attainme'lts: when one student achieves his/her goal all 

others with whom he/she is competitively linked fail to 

achieve their goals (Johnson & Johnson, 1991). 
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Cooperative Task structure. In this task structure, 

working together to accomplish shared goals maximizes one's 

own and other's achievement. Individuals perceive that they 

can only reach their goal if the other group members do also 

(Johnson & Johnson, 1991). 

Learned Helplessness. An attitude that develops when 

people perceive little or no connection between their 

actions and the rewards or punishment they receive, 

resulting in apathy and a feeling of lack of power over 

outcomes (Seligman, 1975). 

Locus of Control. The extent to which people believe 

that their behavior determines their outcomes (Rotter, 

1966). 

Self-Evaluation. A measure of how satisfied a student 

is with his/her work on a specific task. 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

This chapter will provide an overview of the 

contributions of motivation theory and attribution research, 

as background for the present study. Experimental paradigms 

for attribution research will be described as well. 

Finally, a discussion of the effects on achievement 

attributions of various classroom environments, such as 

cooperative versus competitive task structures, will 

conclude the review. 

The Foundation: Motivation Theory 

David McClelland (McClelland, Atkinson, Clark, & Lowel, 

1953) has been conducting research related to the 

achievement motive for over four decades. In order to 

measure the achievement motive with more precision, 

McClelland and his colleagues adapted the Thematic 

Apperception Test (TAT) and developed a precise method for 

scoring the achievement motive. MCClelland speaks of the 

child's need for achievement (n Ach) which he defines as "a 

learned motive to compete and to strive for success whenever 

one's behavior can be evaluated against a standard of 

excellence" (McClelland, 1955). In other words, high "need

achievers" have learned to take pride in their ability to 

meet or exceed high standards, and this sense of self-
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fulfillment motivates them to work hard to be successful and 

to try to outperform others. McClelland argues that the 

sense of pride stemming from one's high accomplishments is 

reinforcing because it satisfies an intrinsic need for 

achievement. McClelland maintains that the environment 

plays an important role in the development of this natural 

incentive. He argues that parents play an important role by 

providing the kind of environment that allows this motive to 

develop naturally. 

Several studies conducted in the 1950's examined the 

relationship of achievement motivation to achievement 

behavior described by McClelland. Several revealed that 

college students who score high in n Ach tend to have higher 

grade point averages than those who score low (Bendig, 1958; 

McClelland et al., 1953). Minor and Neel (1958) also found 

that high need-achievers select higher status occupations 

than low need-achievers. 

MCClelland utilized his model of achievement motivation 

in observing the economic conditions of mainly Protestant 

European countries and comparing them to those"that were 

primarily Roman Catholic. He explained the fact that 

Protestant countries were more productive and economically 

advanced as predictable, based on the average level of 

achievement motivation of its populace. The "Protestant 

ethic", a doctrine that encourages self-reliance, delay of 
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gratification, and the attitude that work is good in itself 

directly enhances achievement motivation, McClelland argues. 

Atkinson (1957) has added to McClelland's model of 

achievement motivation by proposing that in addition to the 

general desire to achieve success noted by McClelland, there 

also exists an intrinsic desire to avoid failure. In 

Atkinson's model, the motive to achieve, (Ms), is seen as a 

capacity for reacting with pride in accomplishment, while 

the motive to avoid failure (Maf) is a capacity for reacting 

with shame and embarrassment when the outcome of a 

performance is failure. Atkinson argues that when the 

latter disposition is aroused in a person, the result is 

anxiety and a tendency to withdraw from the situation. 

Atkinson felt that these two conflicting motives explained 

why achievement motivation often failed to predict 

achievement behavior. According to Atkinson (1969), a 

person's tendency to approach or avoid achievement 

activities depends on the relative strength of these two 

competing motives. A person who willingly accepts new 

challenges is assumed to have a motive to attain success 

that is considerably stronger than his/her motive to avoid 

failure (Ms>Maf). In contrast, the low achiever shies away 

from challenges and accomplishes little and is thought to 

have a motive to avoid failure stronger than his/her motive 

to attain success (Maf>Ms). In Atkinson's theory, the 

------ - --"-" 



relationship between one's achievement motivation and 

achievement behavior is clearly influenced by the strength 

of the motive to avoid failure. 
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The foundational work in motivation theory begun by 

McClelland and Atkinson has been enhanced by recent 

contributions of several theorists. Bandura's (1977) self

efficacy theory helps explain how the intrinsic motives 

identified by McClelland are formed. Bandura argues that 

the primary motive for a person's maintaining high 

performance standards for him/herself comes not from the 

external environment but from within the individual. Once 

an individual sets goals for which to strive, self

satisfaction becomes conditional on achieving these 

objectives. Thus, a person may feel proud, competent, or 

"efficacious" upon success, and may fe-tel anxious and ashamed 

or incompetent upon failure. Bandura argues that 

cognitively based perceptions of competence, or self

efficacy stemming from performance successes contribute in a 

major way to the maintenance of high performance standards. 

Bandura (1982) proposes that each of us is constantly 

processing, evaluating, and reevaluating information about 

our strengths and weaknesses, thereby forming a pattern of 

self-perceived competencies. These perceptions of self

efficacy then affect the achievement activities we choose to 

pursue or avoid. 
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Like Atkinson, Dweck and her associates (Dweck & Goetz, 

1978) have found reliable individual differences in the ways 

children react to success and failure experiences, thereby 

affecting achievement motivation. Some children appear to 

be "mastery oriented", or as Atkinson might note, possess a 

high Ms. Dweck describes these children as attributing 

failures to unstable causes such as lack of effort and they 

will often show increased persistence and improved 

performance on subsequent achievement tasks. Other children 

view their failures as coming from stable internal causes 

such as a lack of ability. These children show little 

effort expenditure and marked deterioration of performance 

on subsequent achievement tasks. In fact, many of these 

children give up in the face of failure and become incapable 

of solving the kinds of problems that they were earlier 

capable of solving. Seligman (1975) termed this phenomenon 

"learned helplessness" whereby if failures are attributed to 

a lack of ability the child can do little about, then there 

is little reason to try hard, so the child stops trying and 

acts helpless. Atkinson might describe these children as 

having motives to avoid failure greater than their motive to 

avoid success. Dweck's study found that children who 

display the learned helplessness syndrome are not merely the 

least competent students in a class, but often are high

ability students who hold inaccurate self-perceptions. 

------ ... _ .. _-- --
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Rotter (1966) added another dimension to the model of 

attribution theory, with his concept of locus of control. 

Rotter proposes that children' expectations of succeeding or 

failing depends upon this aspect of their personality. 

Locus of control is a term Rotter uses to describe the 

extent to which people believe that their behavior 

determines their outcomes, a belief which surely would 

affect their level of achievement motivation. Internalizers 

assume that they are usually responsible for what happens to 

them. An internalizer would credit a successful achievement 

outcome to a personal or internal cause such as effort or 

ability. Externalizers on the other hand, believe that 

their outcomes depend more on luck, fate, or the actions of 

others than on their own abilities or efforts. Rotter 

describes the possession of an internal locus of control as 

highly motivating and conducive to achievement. 

Attribution Theory and Research 

Weiner (1974) has developed an attributional model of 

achievement that focuses on the cognitive processes involved 

in achievement outcomes, including those related to 

achievement motivation. According to Weiner's model, a 

person trying to explain a success or failure might 

attribute that outcome to any of four causes: (1) his/her 

own ability (or lack thereof), (2) the amount of effort 

he/she expends in performing the task, (3) the difficulty of 
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the task, and (4) the influence of luck (either good or 

bad). Ability and effort describe qualities or 

characteristics of the person undertaking the activity 

(internal causes) and task difficulty and luck are described 

as external or environmental factors. Weiner further 

differentiated the model by positing that the four factors 

also differ along a stability dimension: ability and task 

difficulty are relatively stable factors, whereas the amount 

of effort one devotes to a task and the influence of luck 

are unstable from situation to situation. According to 

Weiner's model, the "locus of control" and "stability" 

dimensions are independent of each other, so there are four 

possible causes for any achievement outcome. 

In the Weiner model it is important to distinguish the 

locus of an achievement outcome from the perceived stability 

of the outcome because each of these judgments has different 

consequences. Weiner believes the stability dimension helps 

form expectancies about how a person will perform on future 

achievement tasks. If a person succeeds, and attributes 

that success to a stable dimension such as high ability, the 

expectation will be for success in future similar tasks. 

But if success is attributed to an unstable cause such as 

effort or luck we may not be so confident of future success. 

The stability of our outcome contributes greatly to 

achievement expectancies, in Weiner's view. Locus of 
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control plays a different role, affecting the value of an 

achievement outcome for the perceiver which in turn will 

affect his/her achievement motivation. Weiner proposes that 

we place greater value on successes we attribute to internal 

causes. Weiner's attribution model is an example of an 

expectancy/value theory of achievement. These two factors 

(expectancy and value) determine our willingness to 

undertake and persist at future achievement related 

activities; further explanation possibly, for Atkinson's 

assertion that achievement motivation affects achievement 

behavior. 

Marsh (1990) reported on the influences of internal and 

external frames of reference on the formation of math and 

English self-concepts. In a large sample (14,825) of high 

school respondents, he found strong support for Weiner's I/E 

model, specifically that math and English self-concepts are 

nearly uncorrelated and that individual math achievement has 

a strong, positive direct effect on math self-concept but a 

weaker negative, direct effect on English self-concept. 

In another study based on Weiner's model, Skaalvick and 

Rankin (1990) tested predictions from Weiner's model on a 

sample of Norwegian sixth-grade students, and did not find 

support for Weiner's model. In their findings, math and 

verbal self-concepts were highly correlated. A possible 

explanation for the contrasting findings of these studies 
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may be the age difference in the two samples, or possibly 

cultural differences. Also unclear is whether the "verbal" 

self-concept measured in this study was comparable to the 

"English" self-concept in the Marsh study, as "verbal" was 

not clearly defined. 

Weiner's attributional model of achievement has been 

modified and further delineated by Herbert Marsh. Marsh 

(1986) developed the internal/external (I/E) frame of 

reference model to explain why general self-concept is 

relatively uncorrelated with academic achievement, and even 

academic self-concept is only moderately correlated with 

achievement. Marsh proposed the model to explain why 

English and math self-concepts are so distinct from each 

other and so content-specific in their relationship to 

English and math achievement. According to the I/E model, 

individual subject self-concepts are formed in relation to 

both internal and external comparisons or frames of 

reference. When using an external frame of reference, 

students compare self-perceptions of their math and English 

skills with the perceived skills of other students. In the 

internal comparison process each student compares his or her 

own math skills with his or her own English skills. This 

I/E model explains how high-achieving students sometimes 

possess a low English or math self-concept and low-achieving 

students can demonstrate a high self-concept depending on 



whether they are making internal or external comparisons. 

Marsh hypothesizes that frame-of-reference effects that 

influence self-concepts will subsequently influence 

achievement behavior, through their influence on academic 

self-concept. 
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Shavelson (1986) has proposed a hierarchical model of 

self-concept as compared to the earlier focus of a general 

or global self-concept. Shavelson emphasizes the 

multidimensionality of self-concept and describes a multi

faceted hierarchy, with perceptions of behavior being at the 

base, moving to inferences about oneself in subareas such as 

English or math, and then to inferences about the self in 

academic and nonacademic areas. 

Research Paradigms for Attribution Research 

Though there is no typical research paradigm for 

attribution research, subjects in most studies are presented 

with stimuli depicting success or failure and are asked to 

name a possible cause for the outcome, such as ability, 

effort, or task difficulty. Marsh (1984) divides most of 

the studies into dispositional studies, in which individuals 

make attributions about their own behavior and situational 

studies in which the subject makes attributions about a 

hypothetical other person. Dispositional studies are seen 

to display a trait emphasis, while situational studies 

display a state emphasis. In dispositional research 



attributions that individual subjects make are generalized 

across situations. In situational research situations are 

manipulated and their effects are generalized across 

subjects. 
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Most attribution research takes place in experimental 

settings, with the experimenter taking the adult or child 

into the laboratory setting, manipulating success or failure 

and measuring attributions. In some cases, the subject 

performs the task, such as a puzzle or memory task; in 

others, he/she views or imagines others performing the task 

(Harter, 1975; Ruble, Parsons, & Ross, 1976). Some studies 

have been developmental in nature, examining how children's 

affective responses change as they mature. In these studies 

the attributions are usually taken in interview format for 

the younger children and questionnaire format for older 

children. Several studies have measured children's 

attributions about self and other when children make social 

comparisons between their work and another's (Ruble, Feldman 

& Boggiano, 1976). In a study examining the effects of 

social comparison information and its effects on self

evaluation Keil, McClintock, Kramer, and Platow (1990) 

observed that the number of children evaluating performance 

on a task in terms of their own performance relative to 

another increased with age, and that across age levels, 

children who were outperformed and evaluated their 
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performance comparatively rated their ability and effort 

lower than those who were outperformed but did not evaluate 

their performance comparatively. Some studies have taken a 

pre-measure of academic self-concept or self-esteem, and 

many have related attrib~tion measures to achievement. 

Recent studies have examined the effects of environmental 

manipulations (level of task difficulty, ego-centered, or 

task-involved focus, and competitive versus cooperative task 

structure) (Craven, Marsh, & Debus, 1991; Jagacinski & 

Nicholls, 1987; Skaalvick & Rankin, 1990). 

Affective Consequences· of Effort Versus 

Ability Attributions 

Ability and effort are the most dominant of the 

achievement-related attributions. While both are considered 

internal factors, ability is stable and effort is an 

unstable factor, according to Weiner's model. The concepts 

of ability and effort are mutually interdependent. Ability 

refers to what a person can do and evidence of optimum 

effort is required before we accept performance as 

indicative of ability. Ability limits the extent to which 

effort can increase performance. Thus, effort will improve 

performance but only up to the limit of ability. Nicholls 

(1978) studied the development of the concepts of effort, 

ability, the perception of academic attainment, and the 

understanding that difficult tasks require more ability. 
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Using subjects ranging in age from 5-13, Nicholls found that 

the children's attributions fell into four developmental 

levels of reasoning about ability and effort. In Level 1 

effort, ability, and performance outcomes were imperfectly 

differentiated as cause and effect. Children felt that 

people who try harder are smarter. In Level 2 effort became 

the cause of outcomes. They were differentiated as cause 

and effect; equal effort was expected to yield equal 

outcomes. In Level 3 effort and ability were partially 

differentiated; effort was seen to be not the only cause of 

outcomes. In Level 4, ability was seen as capacity. 

Brown and Weiner (1984) reported on a series of studies 

with psychology undergraduate students and made several 

conclusions from laboratory and field research about 

subjects' effort and ability attributions: (1) preference 

to be a high-ability student is in part influenced by the 

long-term instrumental value of ability, (2) self-evaluation 

is enhanced through the expenditure of effort, and (3) 

effort expenditure increases with task importance. These 

conclusions were further supported in a study by Anderson 

and Jennings (1980) in which subjects were induced to 

attribute performance to either their strategies 

(controllable factor) or abilities (an uncontrollable 

factor). They found that subjects who attributed task 

outcomes to strategies paid attention to the effectiveness 
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of their strategies and concluded that by modifying their 

strategies they might become more successful. In contrast, 

subjects who blamed their failure on abilities failed to 

attend to the strategies they'd used, and concluded they 

could not improve. This study may yield a clue as to why 

some individuals become depressed after failure and have 

lower expectancies for the future, and less persistence at 

tasks and consequently continually fail in the classroom. 

Effects of Social Comparison Information 

On Self-Evaluations 

Social comparison involves a child evaluating his own 

achievement, by comparing it to some standard or criterion, 

usually other children's work, and thereby defining his/her 

own performance as a "success" or "failure". Ruble, 

Feldman, and Boggiano (1976) examined the development of 

young children's motivation to socially compare, that is to 

compare their performance to that of their peers. They 

found that subjects' inclination to use social comparison 

information increased from kindergarten to second grade 

although even the kindergartners showed some disposition to 

socially compare. Stipek and Tannatt (1984) used open-ended 

interviews with 4-8 year-olds, and found that while even the 

4-year-olds used social comparison information they tended 

to focus more on effort than ability attributions, 

consistent with Nicholl's stages of attributions. 
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Adding another variable to the picture, Kiel, 

McClintock, Kramer, and Plato (1990) found similar age 

increases with the use of social comparison, but also 

compared children across age levels who did and did not use 

social comparisons. They found that across age, children 

who were outperformed and evaluated their performance 

comparatively rated both their ability and effort lower than 

those who were also outperformed but did not evaluate their 

performance comparatively. Jagacinski and Nicholls (1987) 

examined the effects of social comparison information in 

task-involving and ego-involving task structures. Here the 

students were asked to imagine succeeding with and without 

high effort, and with and without social comparison 

information. After reading a scenario, they were asked to 

answer a series of questions concerning how they would react 

to the situation. When social comparison information was 

given to subjects in ego-involving structures, the knowledge 

that others had performed as well with less effort decreased 

the subjects' sense of competence and increased negative 

effects. For those in the task-involving situation, social 

comparison did not significantly alter their feelings about 

their competence, as measured by the post-session 

interviews. This study gives us a clue as to the possible 

effects of differing classroom variables on children's 



attributions, especially as they get older and tend to pay 

more attention to social comparison information. 

Environmental Influence on Self-Evaluation 
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Recently attribution researchers have begun to examine 

the various classroom variables which may impact on the 

self-evaluations and attributions children make about their 

performance outcomes. Licht, Strader, and Swenson (1989) 

assessed children' achievement-related beliefs in different 

academic areas. In questionnaires of 192 5th graders they 

found differing attributions for reading and math, compared 

to social studies and science. Children perceived the 

feedback they received for their social studies and science 

work less frequent and more ambiguous than the feedback for 

math and reading. They in turn reported less confidence in 

social studies and science, highlighting the need, at least 

for elementary school children, of frequent and clear 

performance feedback. In another study utilizing 

performance feedback, Craven, Marsh, and Debus (1991) 

studied a combination of internally-focused feedback, when 

the child focused on his/her strengths in the subject area, 

and attributional feedback, whereby failure was attributed 

to lack of effort, coupled with ability statements. These 

combined styles of feedback enhanced students' academic 

self-concept. Wigfield (1988) found differences in 

attributions under self-focusing and task-focusing 
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conditions for older children. Older children in the self

focus conditions attributed success more to internal causes 

than did older children in the task-focus condition. 

Specific task structure was targeted in a study by 

Jacka (1983). High guidance treatment, a method 

characterized by high guidance and direction, was compared 

to low guidance treatment, similar to a "discovery" method 

in which cues were ambiguous and where little guidance was 

provided. Comparing children with high and low academic 

self-concepts, Jacka did not find differences in achievement 

between the two task s·tructures. It should be noted that in 

this study all students worked individually on the task. 

Group structure was not manipulated in this study. 

Differing results have been found in other studies that 

implicate significant differences in attributions for 

differing task structures. Johnson, Johnson, and Scott 

(1978) compared two different structures of learning goals, 

cooperative and individualistic, and their effects on 

attitudinal and performance variables. An advanced math 

class of 5th and 6th grade students was divided into the two 

conditions for studying math one hour a day for 50 days. 

Results indicated that cooperative learning produced 

positive results, including higher self-esteem and more 

internal locus of control. In another study Johnson, 

Johnson, and Anderson (1978) surveyed over 8,000 students in 
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grades 9-12 on their attitudes toward schooling. They found 

cooperativeness consistently related to a broad range of 

positive attitudes toward school at all grade levels, as 

well as to motivation to do well as students, and positive 

self-attitudes. Wh~le the bulk of the Johnson's research 

has dealt with the effect of cooperative learning on 

achievement it has also shed light on the effects of various 

task structures on children's affective responses, self

esteem, and attitudes toward school. 

Other researchers have rep~icated and expanded the 

Johnson's findings. Ames and Feeker (1979) investigated how 

the reward structure of an achievement setting affects 

children' attributions and evaluations of achievement 

outcomes. Four hundred children across five grade levels 

were presented an achievement situation in which two 

children successfully and unsuccessfully performed a task in 

competitive, cooperative, and individualistic reward 

structure. They found that competitive and individualistic 

structures accentuate perceptions of individual differences 

and the value placed on achievement outcomes as compared to 

cooperative structures, similar to the Johnson's findings. 

Stephan, Burnam, and Aronson (1979) studied attributions 

made after cooperation, competition, and team competition 

and reported that the attributions of subjects in the team 

competition condition were more self-serving than those of 
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subjects in the cooperative condition. In the team 

competition condition, subjects are experiencing the effects 

of both cooperation and competition. This study points up 

the need to clearly differentiate competitive and 

cooperative groups, so that each structure can be analyzed 

separately. 

Harris and Rosenthal (1986) used multiple regression 

analysis with cognitive performance and academic self

concept as dependent variables. The analysis revealed that 

better student outcomes were positively associated with such 

variables as task orientation, explanation, nonverbal 

warmth, and praising. stipek and Gralinski (1991) used 

questionnaires to measure student's achievement-related 

beliefs before and after they took a regularly scheduled 

mathematics exam, and reported gender differences in the 

attributions the students made. This study can be seen as 

an attempt to specify attributions students make in 

different academic SUbjects. Skaalvick and Rankin (1990) 

and Marsh (1990) have examined differences in the formation 

of reading and math self-concepts, using Weiner's IIE model 

as frame of reference. In another study of environmental 

influences on self-evaluation, Chapman, Lambourne, and Silva 

(1990) included family background variables as a dependent 

measure, but concluded they have only an indirect influence 

on academic self-concept. Finally, Marsh (1987) found that 
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the type of secondary school students attend affects 

academic self-concept. The so-called big-fish-little-pond 

effect exists when equally able students have lower academic 

self-concepts in high-ability schools than in low-ability 

schools. 

Early laboratory studies helped define the constructs 

of self-concept, self-evaluation, and academic self

concept, and later field studies have examined environmental 

influences on these constructs, especially the effects of 

various classroom variables. Some weaknesses of these 

studies include the fact that few deal with broad age ranges 

of subjects, few investigate specific academic subjects, and 

many do not include a pre-measure of students' academic 

self-concepts. The use of interviews and questionnaires 

could be criticized as less than precise instrumentation 

though some standardized instruments are beginning to be 

used. 

Research in motivation and attribution theory has 

contributed much to our understanding of students' affective 

responses to their school work, and their effect on 

achievement, as well as academic self-concept and self

esteem. This line of research can be credited for focusing 

on students' emotional, as well as cognitive processes, and 

their impact on learning. It serves as background and 

impetus for the present study. 
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METHODOLOGY 
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This chapter will describe the methodology utilized in 

the study, including descriptions of the subjects, the 

materials used, and the procedure followed for data 

collection, as well as the manner in which the data were 

analyzed. 

Subjects 

Subjects attended a large parochial elementary school 

in Tucson, Arizona. All regular second, fourth, sixth, and 

eighth grade students whose parents gave permission for 

participation were included in the study. This elementary 

school has no special education program. Though this is a 

private, parochial school, students who attend this mid-town 

school come from a variety of geographic metropolitan areas 

of Tucson and personal data records reveal that the student 

population represents a broad range of socio-economic and 

cultural backgrounds similar to public schools in the area. 

The school population is 21% Hispanic. 

Materials 

Several days prior to the first experimental session 

the classroom reading teacher administered the Self

Perception of Attainment Scale (SPAS) (Nicholls, 1978) to 

all 2nd, 4th, 6th, and 8th graders. This is a measure of 
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reading self-concept and was used as a covariate in the 

analysis. Materials for Session 1 consisted of three graded 

paragraphs, or stories, each followed by five comprehension 

questions. These passages and questions were taken from the 

American (1980) and Woodberry Forest Individual Reading 

Inventories (IRI). The 2nd graders used passages from the 

2nd grade level IRI, 4th graders the 4th grade reading 

level, and so on. The passages and questions look similar 

to comprehension pages the children are used to completing 

in reading class. Materials for Session 2 consisted of a 

five-point self-evaluation scale (Ames & Felker, 1979) and a 

five-point attribution scale (adapted from Kun, 1977), 

measures of attributions the children made after performance 

feedback. These scales measured how the children felt about 

their work, and to what they attributed their success or 

failure, and were taken in a questionnaire format. 

Procedure 

The experimental sessions took place within the 

students' regular reading classes in order to provide a 

natural classroom setting and because reading is the 

academic subject in which children from each of the four 

grades studied do their work in cooperative groups. This 

stUdy was conducted in a naturalistic setting, the 

classroom, in order to increase generalizability of the 

findings. Much research in the area has taken place in 
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laboratory settings, with tight experimental control; some 

control was sacrificed in this experimental design, in order 

to boost external validity. The classroom reading teacher, 

after training by the experimenter, conducted the 

experimental sessions. students were randomly grouped into 

the task structure groups (cooperative and competitive) to 

ensure a range of reading abilities within and across 

groups. 

Over the last year many of the teachers in the school 

have attended workshops on cooperative learning, and a 

school-wide effort is being made to incorporate cooperative 

learning principles into the curriculum, especially in 

language arts and social studies. The teachers were trained 

in the cooperative learning principles developed by Johnson 

& Johnson (1976). However, each has developed her own 

version of conducting the groups themselves. For example, 

the 4th grade reading teacher has each group choose a 

discussion leader and secretary, and at the other extreme, 

the 8th grade teacher's instructions are as broad as, "Work 

together in your group. Everyone must contribute to 

discussions and decisions, and everyone must write down the 

same answers on their papers." Since each class will indeed 

be working under various cooperative styles, this aspect of 

the procedure wasn't manipulated, as it was deemed most 

important that each class work in its usual style. Thus, 
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while the more traditional individual competitive task 

structure is familiar to the students, the group cooperative 

structure used in the study is equally familiar to the 

students in this school. 

Several days prior to the experimental sessions, the 

reading teacher in each classroom who participated in the 

study administered the SPAS to each student. This brief 

instrument is a survey of the child' own academic self

concept, specifically in the subject area of reading. 

Nicholls (1978) reported a test-retest reliability over a 

two-week period of .83 for this instrument and Burke, 

Ellison, and Hunt (1985) found the SPAS to be a significant 

predictor of achievement in reading, using 8th graders as 

subjects, and the California Achievement Test as the reading 

measure. Shavelson et ale (1976) posited a hierarchial 

model of self-concept, with perceptions of behavior 'at the 

base, moving up to inferences about the self in particular 

subject areas (e.g., math, reading), and then to inferences 

about the self in academic and non-academic areas. Self

concept researchers have focused on academic self-concept 

recently as a multi-faceted model, and differing conclusions 

have been drawn about how strong the correlations are 

between academic self-concept in specific subjects, to 

general academic self-concept, and to general self-concept 

(Marsh, 1984; Marsh, Cairns, Relick, Barnes, & Debus, 1984; 
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Skaalvick & Rankin, 1990). As the classroom activity used 

in this study involves reading comprehension, this measure 

(SPAS) was used as a covariate, to examine the effect of 

prior reading self concept on the students' subsequent self

evaluations and attributions. Its administration preceded 

the actual experiment by several days, to avoid putting a 

competitive mind-set on the students during the study 

itself. 

Each 2nd, 4th, 6th, and 8th grade was divided by 

gender, and then randomly assigned to the two treatment 

groups, the competitive and cooperative task structures. 

The children were seen in two sessions. In the first 

session, the competitive task structure group went with the 

experimenter into a separate room. A comprehension 

exercise, consisting of the reading paragraphs, followed by 

comprehension questions, was distributed. 

told to work individually on the exercise. 

The students were 

They were told 

they were being timed, and that they needed to work as 

quickly and accurately as possible. This group was told 

that the exercise was a contest and that winners would 

receive prizes. After the students understood the task, 

they were given ten minutes to work, and then the 

experimenters collected the papers. The strict time limit 

ensured that no student achieved 100% on the exercise. 

--- ------ ----------
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The cooperative task structure group remained in the 

classroom with the reading teacher, who randomly divided the 

students into groups of three or four (balancing gender), 

and then explained the assignment. These subjects were told 

to read the stories and to answer the questions as a group, 

and that everyone who cooperated and worked well together 

would receive a prize. The teacher collected the papers 

after ten minutes, again ensuring no perfect papers. 

The second session took place the afternoon of Session 

1. The classroom teacher gave each student a response 

sheet. Half of each group (randomly assigned) received 

Sheet A (success) and the other half received Sheet B 

(failure). The measures of self-evaluations and 

attributions (to ability, effort, or task difficulty) were 

taken, and the teacher collected the papers. 

Debriefing took place at the end of Session 2. The 

teacher explained the nature of the experiment to the 

children in grades 4, 6, and 8, telling them that no one 

actually failed and everyone would receive a prize. As the 

2nd graders might not be emotionally or cognitively mature 

enough to understand this explanation of the true nature of 

the experiment, their debriefing was different. The 2nd 

graders who were told they did not do well the first time 

were taken aside and given one more comprehension exercise 

to do individually. They were not timed. The teacher 
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collected the papers and supposedly graded them during lunch 

break. After break, the same 2nd graders were told they had 

done very well on the second exercise, and that the first 

exercise had been difficult for their grade level. All the 

students who participated in the study received a coupon for 

a local fast-food restaurant for their participation in the 

study. 

Data Analysis 

Data were analyzed through use of an analysis 6f 

covariance (ANCOVA). A 4 (grade level) X 2 (outcome) X 2 

(task structure) factorial design was used, with unequal 

means solution, self-concept being treated as the suppressor 

variable, or covariate. Grade, outcome, and task structure 

served as the independent variables, and self-evaluations 

and attributions were employed as the dependent variables. 

significance was assessed at the .05 level. 



CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

This chapter will present results from the analysis of 

covariance (ANCOVA) procedure analyzed by the SPSS computer 

program. The "Unique" method was used, appropriate for 

weighting n's when dealing with unequal cell sizes. The 

analysis was 4 (grade level) x 2 (outcome) x 2 (task 

structure) factorial design with reading self-concept 

employed as a covariate. Grade~ outcome, and task structure 

were the independent variables analyzed and self

evaluations and attributions were the dependent variables 

measured. Results from the analysis will be used to answer 

the research questions outlined in Chapter 1 regarding 

children's affective responses to success and failure. 

Results will be presented first for self-evaluation followed 

by the three attributions measured: ability, effort, and 

task difficulty. Lastly, results from the measurement of 

the covariate will be discussed. 

Self-Evaluations 

The first question explored in this study was how the 

subjects' grade level, task structure group, and task 

outcome affected the self-evaluations the students made. 

Table 1 contains the means and standard deviations of 

the Likert-scale ratings for the main effects for this 
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Table 1 

Means and Standard Deviations for Self-Evaluation Scores for 

Task, Grade, and outcome 

Variables N SD 

Task 

1 (Competitive) 75 3.16 1.14 

2 (Cooperative) 72 3.22 1.56 

Grade 

2 39 3.33 1.44 

4 35 3.03 1.48 

6 32 3.56 1.22 

8 41 2.90 1.66 

outcome 

1 (Success) 77 4.04 .92 

2 (Failure) 70 2.26 1.41 
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analysis. Self-evaluation, that is the amount of 

satisfaction the students reported with their work on the 

reading comprehension task, was analyzed through use of the 

3-way ANCOVA (task x grade x outcome). The analysis, as 

reported in Table 2, revealed one main effect and no 

significant two-or three-way interaction effects. The main 

effect for outcome, F(1,130) = 81.18, p<.OOOl, revealed that 

students who were told they had succeeded at the reading 

comprehension task were much more satisfied with their work 

than were those who thought they had failed. On the 5-point 

Likert scale, those who were told they had succeeded at the 

task rated their satisfaction an average of 4.04, while 

those who were told they had failed reported a satisfaction 

rate of 2.26. 

The lack of main effects found for task, F(1,130) = 
.095 n.s., and for grade level, F(3,130) = 1.908 n.s., and 

no significant interactions suggests that the primary 

contributer to students' self-evaluations was their 

successful or unsuccessful task outcomes. 

Attributions 

Ability 

An additional research question in the study was to 

what degree students attributed their ability as the cause 

of task outcome. The analysis of the attribution of ability 

as the cause given by students for their successes or 
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Table 2 

Analysis of covariance: Self-Evaluation by Task Structure 

by Grade by Outcome with Self-Concept as a covariate 

Source of 

variation 

Task Structure 

Grade 

Outcome 

Task X Grade 

Task X Outcome 

Grade X Outcome 

Task X Grade X 

Outcome 

Residual 

Total 

Sums of 

Squares 

.130 

7.831 

111.957 

1.393 

4.532 

3.378 

6.201 

177.842 

318.667 

DF Mean 

Square 

1 .130 

3 2.610 

1 111.057 

3 .464 

1 4.532 

3 1.126 

3 2.067 

130 1. 368 

146 2.183 

F 

.095 .758 

1.908 .131 

81.181 .000 

.339 .797 

3.313 .071 

.823 .483 

1.511 .215 
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failures was analyzed in a 2(task) X 4(grade) X 2 (outcome) 

ANCOVA and yielded two significant main effects. Table 3 

contains the means and standard deviations of the Likert scale 

ratings for this analysis. The analysis, displayed in Table 4, 

indicates a main effect for task, F(l,l30) = 4.81, p<.041 and 

also for outcome, F(1,l30) = 23.16, p<.0001. The main effect 

found for task indicates that students who worked in the 

cooperative learning groups on the reading comprehension 

exercise made more attributions than did students in the 

competitive groups. As shown in Table 3, students in the 

cooperative groups cited 'ability an average of 3.67, while 

students in competitive groups rated ability an average of 

3.21. 

The main effect for outcome indicates that students who 

were told they had succeeded at the task cited ability to a 

significantly greater extent than did students who believed 

they had failed at the task. On the 5-point scale, successful 

students rated ability an average of 3.89. 

In the analysis of the ability attribution there was no 

main effect for grade level, F(3,130) .983 n.s., and there were 

no significant interactions recorded, suggesting that 

successful students and students working in cooperative groups 

attributed ability as the cause of task outcome, across grade 

level. 
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Table 3 

Means and Standard Deviations for Ability Scores for Task. 

Grade. and outcome 

variables N So 

Task 

1 (Competitive) 75 3.21 1.89 

2 (cooperative) 72 3.67 1.06 

Grade 

2 39 3.33 1. 34 

4 35 3.29 1.07 

6 32 3.69 .90 

8 41 3.46 1.19 

outcome 

1 (Success) 77 3.84 .93 

2 (Failure) 70 2.99 1.20 
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Table 4 

Analysis of Covariance: Ability by Task structure by Grade by 

outcome with Self-Concept as a Covariate 

Source of 

variation 

Task Structure 

Grade 

outcome 

Task X Grade 

Task X outcome 

Grade X Outcome 

Task X Grade X 

Outcome 

Residual 

Total 

Sum of 

Squares 

6.477 

2.949 

23.164 

1.957 

.584 

.919 

2.399 

146.771 

192.136 

OF 

1 

3 

1 

3 

1 

3 

3 

130 

146 

Mean 

Square 

6.477 

.983 

23.164 

.652 

.584 

.306 

.800 

1.129 

1.316 

4.266 .041 

.871 .458 

20.517 .000 

.578 .631 

.517 .473 

.271 .846 

.708 .549 
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Effort 

The next question addressed in this study was to what 

extent students credited their effort as the cause of their 

success or failure. The analysis of the attribution of 

effort as the cause given by the students for their success 

or failure yielded two significant main effects. Table 5 

displays the means and standard deviations of the ratings 

for the main effects for this analysis. The 2 X 4 X 2 way 

ANCOVA analysis displayed in Table 6 reveals a main effect 

for grade level, F(3,130) = 13.18, p<.OOOl, and one for 

outcome, F(3,130) = 5.628, p<.03. In general, older 

students made fewer attributions to effort than did younger 

students. Specifically older students reported that the 

amount of effort they expended while working on the exercise 

had less to do with their success or failure on the task, 

than did younger students. 

In regard to outcome, students who were told they 

succeeded made more attributions to effort than those told 

they had failed. These measures were 3.86 for successful 

students and 3.46 for those who thought they had failed. 

In the analysis of the effort attribution there was no 

main effect for task structure, F(1,130) .016 n.s., and 

there were no significant interactions. In sum, younger 

students, 

52 



Table 5 

Means and Standard Deviations for Effort Scores for Task. 

Grade. and outcome 

Variables N x SO 

Task 

1 (Competitive) 75 3.65 1. 28 

2 (cooperative) 72 3.68 1.14 

Grade 

2 39 4.08 1.20 

4 35 4.14 .85 

6 32 3.69 1.06 

8 41 2.85 1.20 

outcome 

1 (Success) 77 3.86 1.07 

2 (Failure) 70 3.46 .32 
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Table 6 

Analysis of Covariance: Effort by Task structure by Grade 

by Outcome with Self-Concept as a covariate 

Source of 

variation 

Task Structure 

Grade 

Outcome 

Task X Grade 

Task X Outcome 

Grade X Outcome 

Task X Grade X 

Outcome 

Residual 

Total 

Sum of 

Squares 

.016 

39.539 

5.628 

4.0:24 

1.863 

4.215 

1.508 

152.279 

212.667 

OF 

1 

3 

1 

3 

1 

3 

3 

130 

146 

Mean 

Square 

.016 

13.180 

5.628 

1. 341 

1. 863 

1.405 

.503 

1.171 

1.457 

F 

.013 .908 

11. 251 .210 

4.804 .313 

1.145 .334 

1.591 .210 

1.200 .313 

.429 .733 
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and students who believed they had been successful at the 

task made more attributions to effort. 

Task Difficulty 

Task difficulty was the final attribution measured in 

this study. The analysis of the attribution of task 

difficulty as the cause given by the students for their 

success or failure yielded one significant main effect. 

Table 7 shows the means and standard deviations for the main 

effect for this analysis. The 3-way ANCOVA displayed in 

Table 8, reveals a main effect for task, F(1,130) = 6.011, 

p<.021. Students working in the cooperative learning groups 

attributed their successful or unsuccessful outcomes to the 

difficulty of the task to a significantly greater extent 

than did those students who worked in the competitively 

structured groups. Means of these scales were 3.69 for the 

cooperative group and 3.21 for the competitive group. 

In the analysis of the task difficulty attribution 

there were no main effects for grade level, F(3,130) 2.141 

n.s. or for outcome, F(1,130) = 2.204 n.s. Additionally, no 

significant two- or three-way interactions were revealed. 

In sum, students working in cooperative task structure 

groups made more attributions to task difficulty across 

grade levels, and under both successful and unsuccessful 

outcomes. 
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Table 7 

Means and Standard Deviations for Task Difficulty Scores for 

Task. Grade. and Outcome. 

Variables N x SO 

Task 

1 (Competitive) 75 3.21 1.14 

2 (Cooperative) 72 3.69 1.00 

Grade 

2 39 3.41 1. 33 

4 35 3.29 .89 

6 32 3.91 .89 

8 41 3.27 1.10 

outcome 

1 (Success) 77 3.58 1.08 

2 (Failure) 70 3.30 1.11 
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Table 8 

Analysis of Covariance: Task Difficulty by Task structure 

by Grade by outcome with Self-Concept as a Covariate 

Source of 

variation 

Task Structure 

Grade 

outcome 

Task X Grade 

Task X Outcome 

Grade X Outcome 

Task X Grade X 

Outcome 

Residual 

Total 

Sum of 

Squares 

6.011 

6.424 

2.204 

2.206 

.010 

6.868 

2.106 

143.719 

176.367 

OF 

1 

3 

1 

3 

1 

3 

3 

130 

146 

Mean 

Square 

6.011 

2.141 

2.204 

.735 

.010 

2.289 

.702 

1.106 

1. 208 

F 

5.437 .021 

1.937 .127 

1.994 .160 

.655 ·.575 

.009 .924 

2.071 .107 

.635 .594 
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Covariate: Self-Concept 

The final question explored was whether students with 

high reading self-concepts made different self-evaluations 

and attributions than students with low reading self

concepts. The self-concept measure taken several days prior 

to the experimental procedure was analyzed as a covariate 

with the SPSS computer system. Significance was not 

achieved on any of the four dependent measures analyzed: 

self-evaluation and the attributions of ability, effort, and 

task difficulty. These results will be discussed further in 

the next chapter. 

Summary 

This chapter presented the findings of the statistical 

analysis of the data collected for this investigation. The 

major finding from the study proved to be that students in 

both the cooperative and competitive task structure groups, 

and across grade levels, recorded higher self-evaluations 

when told they had done well at the task, than when told 

they had done poorly. In sum, students who believed they 

succeeded at the task felt better about themselves than did 

those who thought they had failed, a logical finding, 

supported by numerous research studies. 

The analysis for the attribution of ability revealed 

that students in the cooperative groups made more 

attributions to ability than did students in competitive 
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groups. Additionally, those who thought they succeeded made 

more attributions to ability than did those who were told 

they had failed. 

The analysis for the attribution of effort revealed 

that younger students tended to attribute outcome more to 

effort than did older students. Additionally, students who 

were successful at the task made more attributions to effort 

than did those who failed. 

The analysis for the attribution of task difficulty 

revealed that students who worked in the cooperative 

learning groups attributed outcome more to task difficulty 

than did those working in the competitively structured 

groups. 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

This chapter will discuss the relationship of previous 

research findings and theoretical assumptions to the results 

derived from this study. The outcome from this 

investigation will also be discussed in terms of 

methodological, theoretical, and practical implications. 

Finally, recommendations for future research will be 

proposed. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to examine children's 

self-evaluations and attributions for outcome in achievement 

settings. Through the use of questionnaires after a reading 

comprehension task, children rated self-evaluations and 

three differing attributions for successful and unsuccessful 

outcomes. These activities took place in either competitive 

or cooperative task structure groups. In addition, a 

measure of reading self-concept, taken several days prior to 

the experimental procedure, was used as a covariate. 

The question of what factors contribute to students' 

general and academic self-concept and self-perceptions, is a 

topic for theoretical discussion and empirical study. The 

affective responses that students make to their successes 

and failures at academic tasks have been examined by many 
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researchers, with various research paradigms, in differing 

experimental settings. Effects of the students' previous 

reading self-concept, as well as differing classroom task 

structures were examined in this study, to add insight into 

the importance of either of these variables to children's 

achievement attributions. The study was also designed to 

add external validity to this type of attribution research, 

with the experimental procedure taking place within the 

natural classroom environment. 

Summary of Results 

Children's affective responses to successful and 

unsuccessful task outcomes comprised the dependent measures 

analyzed in this study. Self-evaluations, specifically how 

happy the students were with their work, as well as the 

attributions made to ability, effort, and task difficulty 

were measured through questionnaires, and these results will 

be discussed in this section, followed by a discussion of 

the measurement of the covariate, reading self-concept. 

Self-Evaluation 

The first question addressed in the study pertained to 

what self-evaluations students made under differing task 

structures and task outcomes. The most robust finding from 

the study proved to be that students who were told they had 

done well on the reading comprehension activity felt 

significantly better about themselves and their work than 
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did students who were told they had done poorly. This 

result was significant across grade levels, and for students 

working in both the competitive and cooperative task 

structures. This finding lends strong support to 

McClelland's (1955) view that high accomplishment promotes a 

sense of pride about oneself even as young children, because 

of our intrinsic need for achievement. Additionally, these 

findings support his view that the environment plays an 

important role in the development of our need for 

achievement. This finding also supports Atkinson's (1957) 

addition to the achievement motivation model, his concept of 

the individual's intrinsic motive to avoid failure. 

According to Atkinson, when the outcome of a performance is 

failure, the natural reaction is shame and embarrassment, 

demonstrated in this study by the students' responses to the 

self-evaluation measure, and further observed by the 

experimenter in the students' verbalizations and demeanor 

when turning in their response sheets. Bandura's (1982) 

self-efficacy theory, whereupon a person feels proud and 

competent upon success and ashamed or incompetent upon 

failure, is also supported by the students' self

evaluations. The present study's findings are also 

consistent with those of Ruble, Parsons, and Ross (1976) who 

found that task outcome was a strong predictor of self

evaluations. 
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Ability 

Results from the study indicated that students who were 

told they succeeded at the reading comprehension task made 

more attributions to ability than did students who were told 

they had failed at the task. This finding strongly supports 

the self-serving bias hypothesis proposed by Zuckerman 

(1979), that we protect our self-esteem and our belief in 

our ability to improve performance when we attribute our 

success, but not our failure, to internal causes such as 

ability. 

Another finding from the study of the ability 

attribution was that students in cooperative groups made 

more attributions to ability than did students in 

competitive groups. According to Weiner's model, ability is 

seen as an internal cause of outcome, an attribution that 

high-achieving students and those with internal loci of 

control are likely to make. Students in cooperative groups 

made this attribution significantly more frequently than did 

the students in the competitive groups, lending support to 

Johnson and Johnson's (1978, 1991) argument that cooperative 

learning promotes positive effects, including enhanced self

esteem. 

Effort 

A further question addressed in this study was the 

extent to which students attributed effort as the cause of 
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task outcome. Results from this study indicate that across 

grade levels and groups, students who were told they 

succeeded at the reading comprehension task made more 

attributions to effort than did students who were told they 

had done poorly. This finding along with the similar 

finding for the attribution of ability reported above, adds 

further evidence in support of the research by Zuckerman 

(1979) on the existence of the self-serving bias, as well as 

to the linkage of the internal attributions of ability and 

effort. This finding also adds support to one of the 

conclusions made in Brown and Weiner's (1984) study, that 

self-evaluation is enhanced through the expenditure of 

effort. Students who believed they had succeeded at the 

task made high self-evaluations, and should also report high 

effort expenditure, according to this line of thought. The 

other significant finding was that younger students made 

more attributions to effort than did older students. This 

finding may be seen to support Nicholls' (1978) position 

that while younger students view effort as the most 

important cause for an outcome, as students age they realize 

that effort is not the only cause of outcome, and is limited 

by ability. Nicholls' view would have been more strongly 

supported, however, if results for ability had achieved 

significance in the opposite direction from effort, that is, 

if older students had cited ability as the major cause of 
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their achievement outcomes. Perhaps this result would have 

been found with a larger sample, or by including high school 

age students in the study. 

Task Difficulty 

Also addressed in the study was to what extent students 

attributed task outcome to the external attribution of task 

difficulty. The significant finding was that the students 

working in the cooperative task structure groups made more 

attributions to task difficulty than did students working in 

the competitive task structure groups. This particular 

finding is not consistent with earlier research in this 

area, or even to the other findings of this study, and seems 

counterintuitive to the notion that cooperativeness promotes 

feelings of positive self-esteem, internal locus of control, 

and internal attributions for outcome. One possibility for 

this finding may be seen in one of the findings from Ames 

and Felker's (1979) study of children's attributions in 

competitive vs. cooperative vs. individualistic reward 

structures. They found that cooperative group members share 

common goal structure and common fate and individual 

differences are minimized. Perhaps the groups in the 

present study were so affiliative, that they actually 

discussed, and subconsciously all made the same judgement 

that the task was or was not difficult, making this report 
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high. This could be investigated with questioning after 

data is compiled. 

Self-Concept 

Another area explored was whether a pre-existing 

determiner, such as academic self-concept would affect the 

student's attributions and self-evaluations. The analysis 

of the covariate of self-concept was undertaken to determine 

whether the reading self-concept that the students brought 

to the experimental session would affect the attributions 

they made. The covariate was nonsignificant for each of the 

dependent measures. Whether the students possessed a high 

or low self-concept in reading did not affect their self

evaluations or attributions. Thus, how students judged 

their reading ability prior to the experimental sessions did 

not predict how happy or unhappy they would be with their 

work, or to what cause they would attribute outcomes. This 

finding shouldn't be surprising, especially at the 

elementary and middle school level, where students are 

developing self-perceived competencies with each new 

achievement situation. The fact that students with high 

reading self-concept didn't make more attributions to 

ability, or that students with a low reading self-concept 

weren't happier when they succeeded than were high self

concept students, supports the notion that while students 

surely judge themselves as learners based on past 
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performance, each achievement situation is capable of 

contributing to students' self-perceptions. These students 

appear to be constantly processing, evaluating, and 

reevaluating information about their strengths and 

weaknesses, as they develop self-perceived competencies, and 

the sense of personal self-efficacy as proposed by Bandura 

(1982). 

Chapman, Lambourne, and Silva (1990) used an academic 

self-concept measure to examine the association between 

academic self-concept and several other factors. They 

concluded that academic self-concept is mainly a product of 

school achievement. The present study supports the view 

that, for these students at least self-evaluation and 

achievement attributions are not a product of, or 

predetermined by, academic self-concept. 

The major contribution of this study to motivation and 

attribution research lies in the generalizability of its 

findings. Much attention was focused on maintaining a 

natural experimental environment, with all experimental 

sessions taking place within the student's regular reading 

class, utilizing a typical reading comprehension activity, 

with their regular reading teachers conducting the 

experimental sessions. The study also utilized subjects 

across a broad age range, and the students in this school 

are all used to working in cooperative task structure groups 
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as well as competitive, so that no unfamiliar task structure 

was introduced. 

Summary 

The conclusions which are made on the basis of the 

results from this study apply to the described population in 

the investigation and can be summarized as follows: 

Students who believed they had been successful at the task 

made higher self-evaluations than did those who failed. At 

all grade levels and in both groups, students were much 

happier with themselves if they had been told they had done 

well, suggesting a strong link between academic achievement 

and self-esteem. 

Those who thought they had succeeded made more 

attributions to the internal attributions of ability and 

effort than did those who thought they had failed at the 

task. These students appear to possess the characteristics 

of being mastery-oriented (Dweck, 1978) and having an 

internal locus of control (Rotter, 1966), as well as 

demonstrating the need for self-serving bias (Zuckerman, 

1979). 

Younger students made more attributions to effort than 

did older students, ·supporting Nicholls' (1978) description 

of how ability and effort become differentiated as students 

mature. Younger students made more attributions to effort, 

a finding that decreased with age. 
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students working in the cooperative learning groups 

made more attributions to ability and to task difficulty 

than did students working in the competitive groups. The 

finding for ability lends support to claims by advocates of 

cooperative learning of the method's positive effects on 

children's self-esteem (Ames & Felker, 1979; Johnson & 

Johnson, 1979, 1990). 

Theoretical and Practical Implications 

The results of the present study affirm the idea that 

students' academic self-concept is tied at least in part to 

their academic achievement. In this study, those who 

thought they had succeeded at the reading comprehension task 

felt much happier with themselves and their work than did 

those who thought they had failed. This finding highlights 

the importance of providing successful school experiences as 

a way of promoting students' sense of self-worth and self

esteem, and conforms with Shavelson and Marsh's (1986) 

finding that self-concept is formed by one's experiences 

with and interpretation of their environment. Also 

supported is Bandura's (1982) finding that one's sense of 

self-efficacy stems from performance successes. 

Additionally, the fact that successful students made more 

attributions to the internal attributions of ability and 

effort supports the theoretical views of Weiner's 

attributional model of achievement, linking these two 
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attributions, as well as the self-serving bias hypothesis 

described by Zuckerman, whereby one attributes success to 

the internal attributions of ability and effort. 

The developmental nature of this study lends partial 

support to Nicholls' (1978) findings regarding developmental 

changes in children's explanations for their successes and 

failures. While younger students made attributions for 

effort significantly more frequently than did older 

students, older students did not significantly make more 

attributions to ability, as Weiner's theory proposes. These 

somewhat mixed findings point to the importance of further 

research in the developmental aspects of motivation and 

attribution theory. Larger samples or the addition of 

secondary-age students to the study might achieve these 

results. 

Findings from this study shed some light on the effects 

of differing classroom variables such as task structure on 

children's achievement attributions. Differences were found 

between the two task structure groups: students who worked 

in the cooperative learning groups made more attributions to 

ability and to task difficulty than did students working in 

the competitive groups. While their high ability 

~ctribution is consistent with earlier research, the task 

difficulty attribution is not. However, these two 

attributions fall under Weiner's (1974) stability dimension, 
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whereby, while the former is considered internal and the 

latter external, they both are stable factors. According to 

Weiner's model, this stability dimension helps form 

expectancies about the future, whereby if a person succeeds, 

and attributes that success to a stable dimension, the 

expectation will be for success in future similar tasks. 

This dimension was not examined in this study, but if the 

expectancy were found in this group, as Weiner's theory 

would predict, the positive aspects of cooperative learning 

would be further supported. 

The nonsignificant results from the analysis of the 

covariate may highlight the importance of task structure and 

performance outcome in determining children's affective 

responses to achievement outcomes. The students' success or 

failure on the reading comprehension activity, and the task 

structure group in which they participated affected their 

responses; prior reading self-concept did not. This result 

may support the position that classroom variables such as 

teacher behavior and task structure have a direct impact on 

the attributions children make for their academic 

performance, which can directly affect self-esteem and 

future school performance. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

While much of the research in this area has been 

restricted to limited age ranges, the results of this study 
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indicate that developmental differences in children's 

affective responses to achievement outcomes do exist and 

further research should be expanded to look for 

developmental changes through the secondary school-age 

child. 

The importance of academic self-concept to this line of 

research should be further explored. Perhaps general, 

rather than academic self-concept, could be analyzed in 

future research, and used as a covariate to determine its 

effects on the self-evaluations and attributions students 

make. The use of a different instrument for measuring self

concept should be considered, to compare its predictive 

validity to the instrument used in this study. 

A component that would be beneficial to add to future 

research in this area is in regard to Weiner's (1974) 

expectancy value theory implied by the stability dimension 

of his model. Specifically, a measure of students' 

expectancies for future successes could easily be added to 

their response questionnaire, to look for correlations 

between this measure and the stable attributions of ability 

and task difficulty reported by students in the cooperative 

groups. A positive correlation between these measures would 

provide support to the beneficial aspects of cooperative 

learning. 
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Another component worth examining in future research is 

the wording style of the questionnaire. This study utilized 

an informational style of attribution question ("How smart 

were you on this assignment?") as opposed to a more 

traditional causal wording style ("Did you do well/poorly 

because you are/are not smart?"). Both of these types of 

questions have been used in prior research and there is 

conflicting evidence as to which yields stronger findings 

for attribution theory. It's also possible that different 

research designs, such as path analysis or qualitative 

designs, would be more appropriate than ANOVA or ANCOVA for 

research in attribution and motivation theory. 

Finally, further research in motivation and attribution 

theory should take place in naturalistic settings such as 

classrooms, so that classroom variables, i.e., teacher 

behavior and task structure can be included in the design. 

Additionally, it would be valuable to measure attributions 

after naturally-occurring achievement outcomes, rather than 

experimentally manipulating success or failure. Finally, 

comparison of results across regular and special education 

classroom settings would be beneficial in gaining an 

understanding of possible differences in affective responses 

of these differing kinds of learners. 
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APPENDIX A 

RESPONSE SHEETS A AND B 
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" 

RESPONSE SHEET A 

You did very well on the comprehension exercise. ?lease answer 
the fOllowing questions about your work. and why you did well. 

(Self-evaluation scale) 
How happy are you with how you did? Pu an X over the face that nt 

\Q{ 
at all happy happy happy 

( Attribution scale) 

Put an X on the circle which best answers the questions . 

How smart do you think 

0 0 
Not smart A little 
at all smart 

How hard did you try to 

0 0 
:-Jot very A little 

hard hard 

YOU~e·nswer'n • que.t'ons~ 

answer the quest'~ 

Q Pretty 

hard 

Very, very 

smart 

0 
Very, very 

hard 

How easy was this assignment? 

0 0 0 00 
Not easy A little Average Pretty Very, very 

at all easy easy easy 
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RESPONSE SHEET B 

You did not do very well on the comprehension exercise. Please 
answer the following questions about your work, and why you did 
not do well. 

(Self-evaluation scale) 
How happy are you with how you did? Put an X over the face that 

at all happy happy happy 

(Attribution scale) 
Put an X on the circle which best answers the question. 
How smart do you think you 

o 
Not smart 

at all 

How hard 

0 
Not very 

hard 

did 

How easy was 

0 
Not easy 
at all 

o 
A little 

smart 

you try to 

0 
A little 
hard 

o 
Average 

smart 

an·oqa 
'e Pret 

hard 

this assignment? 

0 0 0 
A little Average Pretty 

easy easy 

smart 

hard 

0 
Very, very 

easy 
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