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Abstract

The validity of basic assumptions of attribution theory, that ability is
conceptualised as an internal, stable and uncontrollable cause of success and failure in
achievement situations, and effort is an internal, unstable and controllable cause, was
investigated in relation to New Zealand school students. Two groups of students, Form
One (11 years) and Form Four (14 years) responded within the classroom on three
occasions in different school subjects to questionnaires about their ability and effort in
regard to the tasks they had just been engaged in. Their achievement, ability and effort
levels were rated by their teachers. A subset of students was also interviewed.

Both age groups perceive ability (intelligence) as unstable, capable of being
increased by schoolwork, yet rated their ability the same in the three different subject
areas. In both age groups most students rated their specific and general effort as stable
within subject areas but as unstable over three subject areas. Their general effort ratings
correlated significantly with the teachers’ ratings for effort. So, students perceive their
effort as unstable but their relative effort level was stable.

The controllability dimension was measured by the number of cognitive strategies
given to improve ability and to demonstrate effort. The "controllability of ability"
variable was a significant contributor for achievement for Form One students and the
"controllability of effort” to achievement for the older students. The lowest achievement
group had significantly fewer metacognitive statements than the other two groups which
suggests that for them effort is not controllable.

The findings suggest that some key principles of attribution theory may not be
appropriate for New Zealand school children because their conceptualisations of ability

and effort do not fit the constructs of attribution theory.



Acknowledgments

I wish to thank my supervisor, Dr. James Chapman, for the support and
stimulation he provided for this research project.

Thanks are due also to colleagues of the Education Department of Massey
University and other friends who have offered continuing encouragement and practical
assistance.

In particular, I thank the principals, staff and students at Otaki College, Ross
Intermediate and Queen Elizabeth College for their assistance and interest in this study.

Lastly I would like to thank my daughters for all the encouragement they have
given me at the same time as providing me with excellent models of girls who are

achieving.



Table of Contents

1. Introduction

2. Review of Literature

Achievement Motivation
The Development of Atmibution Theory
The Internal/External Dimension
The Perceived Causes of Success and Failure
The Stability Dimension
The Controllability Dimension
Issués Arising from the Assumptions of Attribution Theory
Phenomenological Assumptions
Measurement
Rationality
Generalisability
Developmental Differences
Social-environmental Influences
Gender Differences
Cultural Differences
Other Issues
The Ability/Intelligence Issue
The Controllability of Ability
Metacognition
Strategies
Conceptions of Effort ‘
Implications for Attribution Theory of Recent Conceptions of
Ability, Effort and Control
Summary
Rationale For This Study

Research Questions and Hypotheses

- 00 00 O O

15
17
17
17
18
20
21
23
24
25
26
29
35
37
37
38

41
43

47



3. Methodology

Development of Instruments

Preliminary Work

Development of Students’ Response Questionnaire

Rationale for Questions in the Questionnaire

Teachers’” Ratings

Student Interviews

Trial of Instruments

Sample

Procedure

Classroom Tasks Sampled

Data Management and Analysis

4. Results

1. Conceptions of Ability and Effort

1L

1.2

1.3,
1.4.

13

1.6.

Are the terms "ability” and "intelligence” semantically
differentiated?

Are the terms "ability” and "intelligence conceptually
differentiated?

Is ability stable or unstable?

Is ability controllable or uncontrollable?

Modifiability of Intelligence

Is there a difference in the stability of specific and
general effort?

Is _"cffort" controllable or uncontrollable?

2. How students’ perceptions of ability, effort and control are related

2.1

2.2,

to classroom achievement

Is the stability or instability of ability perceptions
associated with achievement levels?

Is the stability or instability of effort perceptions

associated with achievement outcomes?

i
75

75

76

80

84

950

93

100

108

108

111



2.3.  Is the controllability of ability associated with

higher achievement? 114
2.4. Is controllability of effort associated with higher

achievement 116
2.5. Which of the student variables, ability, effort,

stability and control contribute to classroom achievement?117

Fourth Form Regressions 120

First Form Regressions 134

Summary of Findings Related to Hypotheses 150

5. Discussion 153
Conceptions of Ability 153
Stability of Ability 153
Controllability of Ability 161

Conceptions of Effort : 163
Stability of Effort 164
Controllability of Effort 165

Influences of Student Variables on Achievement 167

Age Appropriateness of Attribution Theory 168
Gender Differences 169
Implications for Attribution Theory 171
Implications for Education 173
Conclusions 174
References | 177
APPENDIX A Student Questionnaire 191
APPENDIX B Interview Schedule 195
APPENDIX C Letters to Schools 196
APPENDIX D Additional Tables 200

APPENDIX E Coding Criteria for Students’ Questionnaire 203



Figure 1:
Figure 2:

Figure 3:

Figure 4:

Figure 5:

List of Figures

Schematic representation of the MMCS scales

Two-dimensional classification scheme for the

perceived determinants of achievement behaviour

A three-dimensional taxonomy of the perceived causes

of success and failure

(a) Distribution of self-regulated strategies for
Fourth Form boys

(b) Distribution of self-regulated strategies for
Fourth Form girls

(c) Distribution of self-regulated strategies for
First Form boys

(d) Distribution of self-regulated strategies for
First Form girls

(a) Path Diagram showing student variables which
significantly contribute to teacher judgments of
achievement: Fourth Form Science

(b) Path Diagram showing student variables which
significantly contribute to teacher judgments of
ability: Fourth Form Science

(c) Path Diagram showing student variables which
significantly contribute to teacher judgments of

effort: Fourth Form Science

(d) Path Diagram showing student variables which S

significantly contribute to teacher judgments of
achievement: Fourth Form English

(e) Path Diagram showing student variables which
significantly contribute to teacher judgments of

ability: Fourth Form English

12

14

16

105

105

106

106

121

122

123

124

125



Figure 6:

(f) Path Diagram showing student variables which
significantly contribute to teacher judgments of
effort: Fourth Form English

(g) Path Diagram showing student variables which
significantly contribute to teacher judgments of
achievement: Fourth Form Social Studies

(h) Path Diagram showing student variables which
significantly contribute to teacher judgments of
ability: Fourth Form Social Studies

(i) Path Diagram showing student variables which
significantly contribute to teacher judgments of
effort: Fourth Form Social Studies

(j) Path Diagram showing student variables which
significantly contribute to teacher judgments of
achievement: Fourth Form Combined Subjects

(k) Path Diagram showing student variables which
significantly contribute to teacher judgments of
ability: Fourth Form Combined Subjects

(1) Path Diagram showing student variables which
significantly contribute to teacher judgments of
effort: Fourth Form Combined Subjects

(a) Path Diagram showing student variables which
significantly contribute to teacher judgments of
achievement: First Form Task One

(b) Path Diagram showing student variables which
significantly contribute to teacher judgments of
achievement: First Form Task Two

(c) Path Diagram showing student variables which
significantly contribute to teacher judgments of

achievement: First Form Task Three

126

127

128

129

131

132

133

135

136

137

Xi



(d) Path Diagram showing student variables which
significantly contribute to teacher judgments of
achievement: First Form Combined Tasks

(e) Path Diagram showing student variables which
significantly contribute to teacher judgments of
ability: First Form Task One

(f) Path Diagram showing student variables which
significantly contﬁbutc to teacher judgments of
ability: First Form Task Two

(g) Path Diagram showing student variables which
significantly contribute to teacher judgments of
ability: First Form Task Three

(h) Path Diagram showing student variables which
significantly contribute to teacher judgments of
ability: First Form Combined Tasks

(i) Path Diagram showing student variables which
significantly contribute to teacher judgments of
effort: First Form Task One

(j) Path Diagram showing student variables which
significantly contribute to teacher judgments of
effort: First Form Task Two

(k) Path Diagram showing student variables which
significantly contribute to teacher judgments of
effort: First Form Task Three

(1) Path Diagram showing student variables which
significantly contribute to teacher judgments of

effort: First Form Combined Tasks

138

140

141

142

143

145

146

147

148

Xii



Table 1:
Table 2:

Table 3:

Table 4:

Table 5:

Table 6:

Table 7:

Table 8:

Table 9:

Table 10:

Table 11:

Table 12:

Table 13:

Table 14:

List of Tables

Sample Size
Correlations between Intelligence, Ability and
Teachers’ Ratings of Ability on Three Tasks
Correlations Between Specific Ability (EAS) and
General Ability (SAB) in Three School Subjects
Responses to Interview Question: If a person
is very intelligent, was he or she born that way?
Responses to Interview Question: What is most
important for intelligence, what you are born with
or what you have done in your life?
Means and Standard Deviations for General Ability
(SAB) and Specific Ability (EAS) by Gender and Form
Level
Distribution of Specific Ability Scores on Three Tasks
Mean Scores for Performance Variables by Control of
Ability (CAN) Groups
Form One and Form Four Strategies by Which Ability Can
be Improved
Mean Specific Effort (CON) for Three Tasks by Form
Level
Repeated Measures MANOVA Within-Subjects Effects for
Specific (CON) and General Effort (SEF) and Between
Groups Effects for Age and Sex
Correlations Between Students’ Ratings of Completion
and Carefulness of Work in Three Subject Areas
Correlations of General Effort Scores (SEF) and
Teachers’ Effort Ratings (TEF)
Correlations Between Specific Effort (CON) and General
Effort (SEF) in Age and Gender Groups

68

77

79

80

81

82

83

87

90

93

95

96

97

99



Table 15:

Table 16:

Table 17:

Table 18:

Table 19:

Table 20:

Table 21:

Table 22:

Table 23:

Appendix D1:

Appendix D2:

Number and Percentages of Types Self-Directed Effort
Strategies Given by Students in Form Four and Form One

Comparison of Form Four and Form One Strategies,
Average per Student and Percentage of Strategies

Comparison of Order of Emphasis of Strategies between
Form Four and Form One

Distribution of Cases by Stability of Ability Scores

Means and Standard Deviations of Teachers’ Achievement
(TAC), Ability (TAB) and Effort (TEF) Ratings for
Stable and Unstable Ability Groups

Distribution of Cases by Stability of Effort Scores

F Values for Between-Groups Differences for Each
Variable by ad hoc Groups of the Other Variables

Means and Standard Deviations of Variable Scores for
Fourth Form and First Form Achievement Groups

Correlation Coefficients of Combined Student and

Teacher Variables for Form Four and Form One

Mean Scores for ad hoc Control of Ability Groups: CANT,

CAN 0 and CAN 172

Mean Scores for ad hoc Control of Ability Groups: CAN 0,

CAN 1 and CAN 2

101

103

104

109

110

112

113

115

119

200

202

Xiv





