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ABSTRACT 

Self-efficacy and causal attributions have been 

suggested as potential predictors of academic achievement 

and motivation. The few studies that have looked at the 

relationship between these constructs have been conducted 

in Western cultures. The purpose of this study was to 

explore self-efficacy and attributional differences between 

under-achieving and high-achieving Korean students in 

reading. 

Self-efficacy and causal attributions were examined in 

the framework of learned helplessness with 55 sixth grade 

Korean students. The students' self-efficacy scores in 

reading and persistence time on a non-ucademic task were 

analyzed using a two-way analysis of variance procedure. 

Students' attributional responses were analyzed using the 

qualitative methods. 

significant differences were found between under

achieving and high-achieving students for self-efficacy and 

persistence time. Results revealed a positive relationship 

between level of achievement and self-efficacy scores in 

reading, and level of achievement and persistence time. 

Students' attributional response for their failure on the 

non-academic task indicated task difficulty as the primary 

attributional factor. No significant indices of personal 

learned helplessness were observed. 



The research findings ~ere discussed in terms of the 

application of the self-efficacy and causal attribution 

theories cross-culturally, educational practices, and 

implications for future research. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 
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The purpose of this dissertation was to explore issues 

relevant to the relationship of thoughts and behaviors in 

an achievement situation involving children. The impetus 

for the present research is derived primarily from the 

constructs of social learning theory. 

The literature identifies several important 

characteristics of children with learning problems in 

school, including lack of motivation, inadequate 

persistence, and frustrated emotional reactions. Repeated 

failure over long periods of time, across a variety of 

tasks can lead children to believe that they are not 

capable of overcoming their difficulties. Thus, problems 

arising from low performance are frequently compounded by 

motivational deficits which impede improvement of cognitive 

and academic skills (Relich, Debus, & Walker, 1986). 

Children's beliefs about their abilities affect their 

achievement. Children who believe that their difficulties 

are due to factors that are stable and beyond their 

control, particularly a belief regarding their insufficient 

ability, tend to display a maladaptive pattern of 

achievement-related behaviors. Thus, to achieve success, 



students' causal beliefs about their abilities need to be 

modified during the treatment of academic problems. 
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Attribution theories of behavior postulate that 

individuals make causal ascriptions for the outcomes of 

their actions. In the achievement contexts, outcomes are 

often attributed to ability, effort, task difficulty, or 

luck. Attribution theory states that a student's causal 

attribution of success and failure in an achievement 

situation strongly influences performance. If one believes 

that the conditions surrounding the task will remain much 

the same and attributes results to relatively stable 

causes, such as ability or task difficulty, then the 

student experiences a greater future expectancy shift in 

the next similar task. Whereas, attributions to the more 

unstable causes of effort or luck may lead to smaller 

future expectancy shifts (Schunk, 1983). Thus, 

attributional judgments influence performance expectations, 

and expectations in turn influence areas of achievement 

such as activity choice and persistence. However, whether 

achievement and behavioral change are directly mediated by 

attributional changes is not conclusive (Relich et al., 

1986). Relich et al. (1986) found from their attribution 

retraining experiment that achievement change is mediated 

by self-efficacy judgments. Their path analysis revealed 

that when effort feedback was given as an attributional 
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cue, "helpless" children showed more persistent behavior on 

task through their increased self-efficacy. 

Social learning theory suggests that cognition plays 

an important role in learning as a person variable in the 

triadic interaction with environment and behavior 

(Zimmerman, 1989). Self-efficacy is the cognitive judgment 

one uses when estimating his/her capability for coping with 

a novel and stressful situation (Bandura, 1977). In other 

words, self-efficacy is the belief structure through which 

individuals translate their cognitive knowledge into 

behavioral action. within one's cognitive mechanism, self

efficacy has been identified as a main variable in 

predicting motivation and performance. 

A person who believes that his/her performance is 

related to his/her own skills and actions (ability or 

effort) is more likely to persist in translating those 

cognitive skills into behaviors that generate the desired 

outcomes. Higher levels of self-efficacy are known to be 

associated with progressively higher skill (Schunk, 1984). 

Bruning, Shell, and Murphy (1987) suggest that to be fully 

effective readers and writers, children must develop 

positive self-efficacy to organize and apply the cognitive 

reading and writing skills they possess effectively .. 

Bandura (1977) argued the inadequacy of previous 

expectancy research in that the research focused only on 
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the consequence of behavior rather than on coping ability. 

People can have a problem-producing behavior when they 

think they lack the requisite skills. Thus, in micro

analysis of expectancy, self-efficacy is identified as a 

skill-related expectancy while outcome expectancy is more 

related to consequence. 

The conceptual structures of self-efficacy theory and 

attribution theory both emphasize the cognitive processing 

of environmental information, inferences concerning factors 

affecting performance, and the influence of expectancies on 

achievement behavior. The self-efficacy framework assumes 

that attributional factors such as the amount of effort 

expended and judgments of task difficulty operate on 

performance indirectly through self-perceptions of efficacy 

(Schunk, 1981). Causal attribution, in turn, becomes a 

major informational source for self-efficacy (Schunk, 

1989). For example, people who succeed through a high 

expenditure of effort judge themselves less capable than 

those who succeed with ease. Success on an easy task 

conveys less self-efficacy than success on a difficult 

task. 

Causal attribution in relation to self-efficacy as an 

expectancy was discussed in Abrams()n, Seligman, and 

Teasdale's (1978) learned helplessness theory. Learned 

helplessness, originally described by Seligman (1974), 
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states that a person's perception of the futility of their 

efforts influences their performance on a task even in 

situations where their responses are adequate. Abramson et 

al. (1978) reformulated the learned helplessness theory by 

distinguishing between personal learned helplessness and 

universal learned helplessness in the framework of 

attribution and self-efficacy. Personal learned 

helplessness is more related to individual ability, leading 

to internal stable attribution (ability) and low self

efficacy. Universal helplessness is more related to 

outcome, leading to external stable attribution (task 

difficulty) and low outcome expectancy. In a competitive 

environment like an edu~ational setting, personal learned 

helplessness is more likely to occur when the student does 

not have the necessary skills for success compared to 

his/her peers (Abramson et al., 1978). 

While there are numerous studies exploring various 

aspects of attribution theory and a growing number of 

studies dealing with self-efficacy theory, few studies have 

addressed the relationship between these constructs in the 

academic setting. Most research has dealt with attribution 

in conjunction with global expectancy rather than assessing 

self-efficacy. However, Bandura (1977) distinguished the 

role of self-efficacy from outcome expectancy in his 

further analysis of expectancy. 
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Considering the implication of a student's causal 

attributions on a behavioral domain, self-efficacy which 

directly affects one's behavior seems to have a certain 

relationship with causal attributions. Thus, further 

research will be necessary to examine the construct of 

self-efficacy as a skill-related expectancy in relation to 

one's causal attributions. 

The present study looks at the relationship between 

attribution and self-efficacy within the learned 

helplessness framework. A main concern in a school 

situation is whether the maladaptive beliefs associated 

with a specific academic subject where these children have 

experienced failure will have a pervasive impact on other 

domains of activity. It is not clear whether helpless 

children will generalize their maladaptive beliefs to areas 

where they have not actually experienced failure or whether 

their tendency to show "helpless" beliefs in areas other 

than the target area simply reflects actual failures that 

have occurred in other areas. Butkowsky (1982) found that 

a reading-disabled group showed "helpless" beliefs and a 

lack of persistence in a non-deficit academic subject, 

i.e., math. Identifying the nature of the characteristics 

associated with learned helplessness and determining to 

what extent these characteristics may differ among various 
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groups of children may guide the development of appropriate 

remedial intervention strategies. 

The Purposes of the study 

One goal of the present study is to examine the 

attributional differences between under-achieving students 

and high-achieving students. The assumption is that the 

type of attribution made will be dependent upon the 

students' past performance history. If the difference 

between present outcome and expectancy is small, there 

should be a tendency to attribute the outcome to stable 

factors. As the difference between outcome and expectation 

increases, the tendency to attribute the outcome to 

unstable factors should increase. Thus, when students who 

have had high-achieving experiences meet with failure, due 

to the great difference between the actual outcome and the 

initial expectations, they should attribute the outcome to 

more unstable factors such as effort or luck. Conversely, 

when students have experienced failure repeatedly, the 

difference between initial expectation and actual outcome 

is small, and the outcome should be attributed to more 

stable factors, such as ability. 

However, internal attributions and perceptions of 

success and failure may depend upon the specific value 

system of the culture. Therefore, another goal of this 
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study is to determine whether any cultural differences can 

be identified in students' attributional responses. 

The third goal of the present study is a theoretical 

validation of self-efficacy. This study will examine 

whether there is a measurable difference between under

achieving students and high-achieving students on self

efficacy measures. Since Bandura (1977) proposes a domain 

specific function of self-efficacy, the academic area of 

reading was selected for the study. Reading is considered 

to be a critical subject, one which requires gradual skill 

development and affects other academic areas (Butkowsky, 

1982; Shell, Murphy, & Bruning, 1989). The academic area 

of reading has been of special interest to researchers 

because of the large percentage of handicapped children who 

are poor readers. Kirk and Chalfant (1970) identified that 

60-70% of learning-disabled students in the United states 

have difficulties in reading. The difficulties in academic 

subjects might make classroom learning perplexing and 

confounding for those poor readers and might result in 

difficulty in maintaining attention to task (Palincsar & 

Ransom, 1988). 

An important issue regarding helplessness as related to 

students is whether helpless symptoms in one area are 

generalized to other areas. Since learned helplessness and 

its relationship with self-efficacy and attribution are 
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documented (Abramson et al., 1978), the generalizability of 

learned helplessness will be examined within the construct 

of self-efficacy and attributions. If students show low 

self-efficacy in reading and low persistent behaviors and 

internal stable attributions in non-specific tasks, it 

would provide insight into the pervasive impact of learned 

helplessness. 

Thus, the present study examines the self-efficacy 

differences between under-achieving and high-achieving 

students specifically in the reading area. The 

relationship between self-efficacy in reading and 

behavioral persistence in non-reading area will be explored 

also to see the extent of the generalization of the 

perceptions of self-efficacy. 

The present study partially reinvestigates the 

Butkowsky and willows' study (1980). However, the present 

study is limited to an investigation of students' responses 

to non-contingent failure situations since learned 

helplessness occurs in these situations. Two groups of 

students, high-achieving and under-achieving readers, were 

selected for study. A line-drawing task was selected as 

the non-reading task so that variations of time 

persistence, the dependent measure used to assess learned 

helplessness behaviors, could be studied in a non-deficient 

area. 



In summarizing, the present goals of this study are 

listed below: 
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1. To explore the discrepancy in self-efficacy between 

Korean under-achieving and high-achieving students in 

reading and clarify the relationship between 

attributions, self-efficacy, and achievement behavior. 

2. To identify the behavioral characteristics of learned 

helplessness, i.e., to ascertain whether under

achieving students exhibit lower self-efficacy, lack 

of persistence and dysfunctional causal attributions 

compared to high-achieving students. 

3. To determine the applicability of these theories, 

developed in the western culture, to other cultures, 

specifically Korean society and schools. 

Research Questions 

To achieve the goals of this study, the following 

research questions will be examined: 

1. Are there significant differences by type of achiever 

or gender on scores of self-efficacy for reading? 

2. Are there significant differences by type of achiever 

or gender on task persistence for an insoluble line

drawing task? 

3. To what extent are self-efficacy scores related to 

task persistence? 



4. Are there attributional response differences by type 

of achiever or gender on an insoluble line-drawing 

task? 

Assumptions 

22 

Propositions which cannot practically be verified for 

the purposes of this study and are assumed are 

1. Human cognition plays an important role in academic 

performance, motivation, and behavior. 

2. Attributions (perceived causes of academic successes 

and failures) are important cues used by students to 

assess self-efficacy for learning. 

Definition of Terms 

Self-Efficacy. People's judgments of their 

capabilities to organize and execute courses of action 

required to attain designated types of performances. Self

efficacy is concerned not with the skills one has but with 

judgments of what one can do with whatever skills one 

possesses (Bandura, 1977). 

Achievement Motivation. positive or negative 

anticipatory goal reactions, which are aroused in 

situations that need to meet some inner standard of 

excellence where performance may be evaluated as a success 

or a failure (Weiner, 1974). Achievement motivation is a 



personality variable which appears to differ from one 

individual to another. 
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Attribution Theory. Theory that people tend to look 

at external circumstances and personal characteristics for 

assignment of responsibility or cause of events in order to 

master their environment. Attribution theory builds the 

common framework for those various causes dichotomized into 

internality, stability, and controllability. 

Internality/Externality. Locus of causality depending 

on whether the causes originated within the person or 

outside of the person. Ability, effort, mood, fatigue, and 

illness are personal internal causes, whereas task 

difficulty, luck, and other people are external sources of 

causality (Weiner, 1985). 

stability. category distinguishing dispositional and 

relatively fixed characteristics from fluctuating factors 

in a continuum. Ability, the difficulty of a task, and the 

bias of others are relatively fixed, while luck, effort, 

mood, fatigue, and illness are more unstable (Weiner, 

1985). 

Controllability. Causes such as effort are likely to 

be perceived as controllable, whereas ability, the 

difficulty of a task, mood, and illness are not subject to 

volitional control (Weiner, 1985). 
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social Learning Theory. Social learning theory 

emphasizes the importance of cognitive, symbolic activity 

and the self-regulatory nature of human interaction. It 

emphasizes the role of vicarious learning processes like 

modeling. This theory assumes that motivation is 

cognitively based through the capacity to represent future 

consequences in thought. 



CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

The current study derives its support and hypotheses 

from three related areas of research and theory: 

attribution, self-efficacy, and learned helplessness 

theory. This chapter will review the literature in these 

three areas as it relates to the current study. Finally, 

the Korean school system will be briefly discussed as a 

background to the study. 

Attribution Theory 

A central assumption of attribution theory suggested 

by Bernard Weiner (1979) is that human cognition plays an 

important role in explaining human behavior. In this 

regard, Weiner (1979) stated that "the search for 

understanding is the basic spring of action. . At the 

25 

least comprehension stands with hedonism among the primary 

sources of motivation" (p. 3). Attribution theory assumes 

that by understanding why people do the things they do, one 

can better predict the behavior of people (Frieze & Bar

Tal, 1979). 

Currently, attribution theory is conceptualized as 

being composed of three dimensions, internality, stability, 

and controllability. Three persons are credited with 
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having major influence on the development of attribution 

theory and its dimensions. The early development of 

attribution theory is credited to Heider (1958) who studied 

the area of social psychology. Rotter (1966) researched 

the area of social learning theory in the 1960s, and more 

recently, Weiner (1974) has developed a body of work to 

clarify the three previously mentioned dimensions of 

attribution theory. 

Heider's General Attribution Theory 

Attribution theory evolved from the concept known as 

"person perception" in social psychology, which describes a 

lay person's understanding of causality (Frieze & Bar-Tal, 

1979; Weiner, 1985). People's common sense description of 

their world renders the understanding of their social 

behavior, cognition, or emotions (Frieze & Bar-Tal, 1979). 

Social psychologist Fritz Heider is considered to be the 

father of attribution theory (Frieze & Bar-Tal, 1979). He 

hypothesized that a person's behavior is expected to be 

consistent with his interpretation of the social world. 

Thus, a person's understanding of the dispositional 

properties inherent in objects and people helps a person in 

controlling his/her environment (Frieze & Bar-Tal, 1979). 

According to Heider (Frieze & Bar-Tal, 1979), a person's 

behavior depends on factors within the person (power and 

effort) and factors within the environment (task difficulty 
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and luck). The result of an ~ction, therefore, is a 

function of both personal and environmental factors. One's 

appraisal of these factors influences expectancies and 

behaviors and aids the organism in adapting to his/her 

environment (Weiner, 1974). 

social Learning Theory 

In the area of Social Learning Theory, Rotter (1966) 

introduced concepts in his locus of control model that are 

similar to Heider's (1958). An underlying assumption in 

the locus of control model is that people have a tendency 

to build a generalized belief of functional relationships 

between their behaviors and reinforcements across 

situations. They then categorize those situations that are 

perceived as similar into dimensions. Locus of control 

theory calls this generalized belief pattern a "generalized 

expectancy" and explains that beliefs develop differently 

from person to person because people have various problem

solving experiences. Generalized expectancy plays an 

important role when people are faced with novel and 

ambiguous situations. 

One important dimension of generalized expectancy is 

internality: the belief regarding internal versus external 

controls of reinforcement (Rotter, Chance, & Phares, 1972). 

When an individual interprets a reinforcement as contingent 

on the external forces surrounding him, it is labelled a 
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belief in external locus of control. If the person 

perceives that the event is contingent upon his own 

behavior or his own characteristics, this is labelled a 

belief in internal locus of control. The basic hypothesis 

in locus of control is that internally derived causes of 

behavior are more powerful sources in determining the 

recurrence of behavior than are those externally derived 

causes of behavior like chance, fate, or powerful others 

(Rotter, 1966). 

Weiner's Attribution Theory of Behavior 

Weiner (1974) has articulated Heider's (1958) general 

attribution theory and Rotter's (1966) locus of control 

model of expectancy within the achievement motivation 

framework of success and failure. Like Heider and Rotter, 

Weiner begins with the dimension of internality and the 

assumption that individuals attribute the causes of their 

success and failure to internal or external sources. 

However, he has expanded the theory to include two 

additional dimensions: stability and controllability. 

Weiner (1974) has postulated that the dimension which 

differentiates causal elements in terms of their 

internality-externality (locus of causality), interacts 

with a second dimension which differentiates factors in 

terms of their relative stability over time (stability). 

For example, ability is an internal factor which is 
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relatively stable, while effort, another internal factor, 

may change from moment to moment. Thus, the dimension of 

stability involves the changing or unchanging nature of the 

factor during a time period or across the situations to 

which one is generalizing (Frieze, Francis, & Hanusa, 

1983). The third dimension that Weiner (1979, 1985) later 

included is controllability, which explains the realm of 

those things which fall under one's volitional control. 

Weiner (1974) postulated that on an achievement task, 

individuals attribute success and failure to one of four 

primary causal factors: ability, effort, task difficulty, 

and luck. Ability and task difficulty are relatively 

stable as a person reattempts the same task, whereas effort 

and luck are unstable because they may vary from one trial 

to another. The stability dimension is significant because 

of its relationship to expectancy shifts. Weiner (1974, 

1985) postulated that ascription of an outcome to stable 

factors (i.e., ability, task difficulty) produces greater 

shifts in expectancy (increments in expectancy after 

success and decrements after failure) than do ascriptions 

to unstable causes (efforts, luck). 

within the internality dimension, ability and effort 

originate within the person (internal locus), whereas task 

difficulty and luck are external to the person (external 

locus). The emotional reaction to causal attribution is 



related to the internality domain. Internal attributions 

of success or failure bring about greater emotional 

reactions (e.g., shame, pride) than external attributions 

(Weiner, 1974, 1979). 
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In the dimension of controllability, ability, task 

difficulty, and luck are perceived as uncontrollable 

factors, while effort is considered a controllable factor. 

Therefore, those three dimensions, internality, stability, 

and controllability, provide the basic framework for causal 

attributions. 

Causal attribution manifests itself in the behavioral 

realm as the free-choice behavior, persistence, and 

intensity of performance (Weiner, 1974; Whitley & Frieze, 

1985). For example, children low in achievement motivation 

might select tasks that are either very easy or extremely 

difficult since such tasks provide a minimum amount of 

self-evaluative feedback (Trope, 1975, cited by Swidler & 

Diener, 1983). Regarding persistence, Butkowskyand 

willows (1980) reported that good and average readers 

persisted an average of 40% longer than poor readers. 

Mastery-oriented children are involved in task and self

instruction to a greater degree than helpless children 

(Swidler & Diener, 1983). 
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Measuring Attribution 

Researchers have used different measures for assessing 

attribution. Whitley and Frieze's (1985) meta-analysis 

showed that measurement of attribution that entails 

informational wording style of the questions produced more 

biased results than a causal attributional wording style. 

The informational wording style ofa question allows 

students to mark the extent to which each attributional 

factor contributes to their performance on the task, while 

a causal attributional wording style involves asking the 

reason why students had the resulting outcome of success or 

failure. whitley and Frieze argued that a causal 

attributional wording style seems to be more content valid 

because attribution theory is concerned with the perceived 

causes of behavior. 

In addition, compared to an experimental setting, 

eliciting attributions in the natural context involves more 

egoistic bias since it is a real life setting to which the 

person is responding (Whitley & Frieze, 1985). Free (e.g., 

open-ended responses) versus structured responses (e.g., 

selection of attributions from cards) resulted in variation 

in the attributions elicited. Thus, research on the 

assessment of causal attribution should consider response 

variations resulting from assessment methods and settings. 
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Attribution Research in the School 

Weiner (1974) used attribution theory to explain 

behavior related to achievement motivation. Achievement 

motivation is defined as the positive or negative 

anticipatory goal reactions, which are aroused in 

situations that involve competition with a standard of 

excellence where performance may be evaluated as a success 

or a failure. 

Attribution research in the context of achievement 

motivation has been conducted in the academic setting. The 

main focus of attribution research has been on how 

students' past performance and dispositional variables 

(e.g., gender) are interrelated with students' 

attributions. 

Students' past performance (e.g., high versus. low 

achievement) has been considered to be the most important 

source of attributional judgment (Weiner, 1974). If the 

student has a history of high performance, he/she would be 

more likely to expect future success, attributing present 

success to ability (internal stable factor) and failure to 

bad luck or lack of effort (unstable factors). A history 

of poor performance relative to others, on the other hand, 

would lead to attributing success to good luck or high 

effort, while attributing failure to poor ability 

(Nicholls, 1979). Nicholls (1979) explored this assumption 
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by asking students to hypothesize attributional reasons for 

doing well or poorly with reading tasks. He examined the 

correlation between success and failure situations and 

associated attributions. He found a significant 

correlation between attributions of success with ability, 

effort, and luck, while attributions of failure were 

correlated with lack of ability and lack of elffort in 12-

year-old students. 

Investigations of attributiol1al patterns among 

different groups of students have been conducted by several 

researchers. Most of these studies compared an under

achieving, learning disabled, or learned helplessness group 

with a normal-achieving group and found similar patterns of 

attributions in learning-disabled children, poor readers, 

and "learned helpless" children (Diener & Dweck, 1980; 

Butkowsky & Willows, 1980; Pysh, 1982). The manifestation 

of similar attributions among groups seems to be due to 

their similarity in performance characteristics. 

Ysseldyke, Algozzine, Shinn, and McGue (1982) examined 

similarities and differences between low achievers and 

students classified as learning disabled. They compared on 

a battery of psychoeducational tests (e.g., Woodcodk

Johnson) of a group of fourth grade learning disabled 

students with low achievers in the same school. The result 



showed no psychometric differences in practical utility 

between the groups. 
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Some studies, like Butkowsky and willows (1980) and 

Pysh (1982), had results which were similar to general 

attribution theory. These studies found that under

achievers and learning-disabled inteL~ediate age students 

were more inclined to attribute their failures to a lack of 

ability, while normal achievers attributed their failures 

to lack of effort. These results confirmed Weiner's (1985) 

theory. 

However, some studies' findings did not follow the 

general model of attribution theory. Palmer, Drummond, 

Tollison, and Zinkgraff (1982) investigated causal 

attributions associated with performance outcomes for 

learning-disabled and normal-achieving white elementary

school-aged males. Learning-disabled and normal-achieving 

students judged their global ability as being similarly 

important in determining success. Differences between the 

groups existed only during the failure condition. 

Learning-disabled students judged their general lack of 

ability to perform a task as more important in determining 

failure than did normal-achieving students. 

Pearl, Bryan, and Herzog (1983) examined learning

disabled and non-disabled children's strategy analyses when 

playing a bowling game under high and low success 
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conditions. The elementary-aged subjects were operationally 

defined as learning disabled and non-learning disabled. 

The results did not fit the attribution theory in that the 

non-learning disabled students attributed low scores to 

lack of effort while learning disabled students attributed 

their low scores to task difficulty or luck. 

Jacobson, Lowery, and DuCette (1986) compared 

operationally defined seventh and eighth grade learning

disabled children's attributions with normal achievers on 

their perceived success and failure in imagined achievement 

and social situations. operationally defined learning

disabled students attributed their failure to lack of 

effort and ability more than normal achievers, while they 

attributed their failure significantly less to task 

difficulty. The study used an informational wording style 

for attributional questions, asking students to mark the 

extent that each attributional factor contributed to their 

failure or success. 

Licht, Kistner, Qzkaragoz, Shapiro, and Clausen (1985) 

examined the causal attributions of learning-disabled 

elementary-age children using a hypothesized failure 

situation. The results were analyzed by gender. Learning

disabled girls attributed their failures to insufficient 

ability more so than their normal peers. Learning-disabled 

boys were significantly more likely than non-learning-
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disabled boys to attribute their failures to an array of 

external factors. Only the girls exhibited differences in 

reading persistence. The learning disabled girls showed 

significantly less persistence on the task than non

learning-disabled girls. 

Dweck and Gilliard (1975) examined the personality 

(e.g., gender) and cognitive variables (e.g., under

achievement versus. high-achievement) as mediators of 

achievement behavior. Their results on the effects of 

gender on achievement indicated that boys attributed 

failure more to unstable factors, such as lack of effort or 

bad luck. Girls, on the other hand, attributed failure to 

lack of ability leading to a lack of persistence in failure 

situations for girls. Nicholls' (1979) study of students' 

causal attributions in relation to reading ability also 

showed that girls were more inclined than were boys to 

attribute failure to poor ability. In contrast, Swidler 

and Diener (1983) did not find significant differences in 

attributions by gender when using the Intellectual 

Achievement Responsibility Scale (IAR) (Crandall, 1974). 

Since previous research has reported inconsistent results 

in students' attributional style, based on their academic 

performance and gender, there is a need to further study 

students' attributional style. 
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Dweck and Gilliard's (1975) and Nicholls' (1979) 

studies reported that ability attribution is related to 

behavioral persistence. However, since the stability 

dimension of attribution (e.g., ability, task difficulty) 

is known to be related to the expectancy shift, it is not 

clear whether causal attributions directly influence the 

behavior or, whether one's expectancy mediates between 

causal attribution and behavioral persistence. Micro

analysis of expectancy from Bandura's (1977) social 

learning theory reveals that self-efficacy as a cognitive 

variable rather than causal attribution directly influences 

behavior. 

Theory of Self-Efficacy 

Bandura (1977) defined perceived self-efficacy as the 

conviction that one can successfully execute a behavior 

required to produce an outcome in a novel and stressful 

situation. This self-efficacy view is based on the 

cognitive social learning theory in which cognitive 

processes playa prominent role in the acquisition and 

retention of new behavior patterns. 

cognitive social learning theory breaks the chain of 

the stimuli-response pattern of behavior specified in 

Skinnerian theory (Skinner, 1974) by inserting into that 

chain a cognitive appraisal process composed of "self-

efficacy" and "outcome expectancy." In this chain, one's 
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perceived self-efficacy is viewed as a skill-related 

expectancy while outcome expectancy is viewed as a 

response-outcome contingency expectation. Bandura (1982) 

distinguishes self-efficacy from outcome expectancy in that 

self-efficacy is postulated to mediate between the person 

and the observed behavior while outcome expectancies 

mediates between the behavior and the outcome (see Figure 

1). Bandura (1977) considers that self-efficacy, rather 

than outcome expectation, is the main variable used when 

predicting or attempting to change a behavior for future 

outcome. Severe doubt about one's ability to perform an 

activity (low self-efficacy) can interfere with even trying 

to cope with the situation even though a person expects 

that a certain activity will produce a certain outcome 

(outcome expectancy). In self-efficacy theory, perceived 

self-efficacy is known to affect the choice of activity, 

setting, task persistence, and effort expenditure in the 

face of obstacles (Bandura, 1977). Persistence in gradual 

successive experiences will reinforce the sense of 

efficacy, thereby modifying the behavior. Thus, the 

stronger the perceived self-efficacy, the more active the 

effort behaviors. 

According to Weiner's (1976) attribution theory, 

people make causal ascriptions for the outcomes of their 

actions. Ability, luck, task difficulty, and effort are 



Figure 1. Diagrammatic representation of the difference 

between efficacy expectations and outcome expectations. 
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Person------------->Behavior----------------->Outcome 

Efficacy outcome 

Expectations Expectations 

Note. From "Toward a Unifying theory of Behavioral 

Change" by A. Bandura, 1977, Psychological Review, 

84, p. 193. 



known to be the important perceived causes of success and 

failure constituting the dimension of locus of control 

(internal-external) and stability (stable-unstable). 

However, in self-efficacy theory, attributional factors 

indirectly operate on performance through changes in 

self-perceptions of efficacy (Bandura, 1981). Self

efficacy is mediated between causal attributions and 

performance (Schunk & Gunn, 1985; Harakowize, Sansane, & 

Manderlink, 1985) thus leading to a change in behavioral 

reaction (Bandura, 1977). 
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Self-efficacy does not merely reflect past performance 

(Bandura,1977). The same performance can have different 

meanings to different people, thereby varying the degree of 

self-efficacy in strength, magnitude, and generality 

(Bandura, 1977). Self-efficacy can vary by levels of 

confidence (strength), across settings (generality), and by 

hierarchy of coping structure (magnitude) (Bandura & Adams, 

1977). Strength manifests itself as a coping effort in 

disconfirming experiences like failures. Generality 

depends on the pervasiveness of self-efficacy over the 

specific situation. Magnitude of self-efficacy is related 

to the difficulty level of a task. Self-perceptions of 

efficacy also vary across different activity domains, 

different levels of demands within activity domains, and 

different environmental circumstances of performance 
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(Bandura, 1986). Thus, one's perceived self-efficacy is an 

individualized product of the human cognitive system 

(Schunk, 1985), concerned with judgments of what one can do 

with whatever skills one possesses rather than the actual 

skills one has (Bandura, 1979). 

Bandura (1977) introduced four principal sources for 

conveying self-efficacy judgments. They are performance 

enactment, vicarious experiences, verbal persuasion, and 

physical conditions. In educational practice, successful 

performance results in self-efficacy change. For example, 

academic strategies affect performance directly by 

providing the skill to use (Relich, Debus, & Walker, 1986; 

Schunk & Gunn, 1986), and the resulting performance 

enhances self-efficacy. Also, vicarious experiences (e.g., 

modeling) or verbal persuasion (e.g., social comparative 

information) before actual performance can provide direct 

self-efficacy cues and help to engage task behaviors. 

Bandura (1977) argued that the most powerful sources of 

information are those drawn from performance enactment. 

Thus, those information sources are carefully selected, 

weighted, and cognitively processed together with personal 

and situational cues (i.e., perception of causality) in an 

integrated way to enhance self-efficacy. 

According to cognitive social learning theory, self

efficacy is considered a key component in measuring 
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cognitive activity during self-regulated learning (Schunk, 

1989, Zimmerman, 1989). By mediating the causal outcome of 

attributions, self-efficacy is considered to measure 

attributions more accurately than other attribution 

measures (see Figure 2). 

Self-Efficacy Research in the School 

Self-efficacy theory was originally applied in 

clinical settings with phobic patients to develop a sense 

of mastery towards a phobic situation (fearful objects such 

as snakes). Researchers also tried to utilize this 

conceptual system with achievement behavior as a predictor 

variable for children's motivation and achievement. In 

educational settings, studies of self-efficacy generally 

have focused on increasing self-efficacy in children with 

learning problems (Schunk, 1984). However, few studies 

have been conducted to ascertain the actual differences in 

self-efficacy among different academic achievement groups. 

Self-efficacy differences between various achievement 

groups have been assumed, or global expectancy in relation 

to attributions has been assessed. For example, students 

were asked to estimate the amount of work they could 

complete (Butkowsky & willow, 1980; Pysh, 1982; Friedman & 

Medway, 1987). These expectancies seemed to be too global 

to show clearly whether achievement behaviors are under the 

influence of outcome expectancy or self-efficacy. To 



Figure 2. Sequential order of causal attribution. self

efficacy. and behavior. 

Causal attribution --> Self-Efficacy --> Behavior 
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address this point, Bandura (1977) stated: 

Such global measures reflect a mixture of among 

other things, hope, wishful thinking, belief in 

the potency of the procedures, and faith in the 

therapist. It therefore comes as no surprise that 

outcome expectations of this type have little 

relation to magnitude of behavioral change (p. 

194) • 
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Only one study has assessed self-efficacy in different 

types of learners. Gresham, Evans, and Elliott (1988) 

investigated self-efficacy differences among mildly 

handicapped, gifted, and non-handicapped students. The 

results showed that mainstreamed, mildly handicapped 

students have lower academic self-efficacy than gifted or 

non-handicapped students. 

In more domain-specific academic areas, the self

efficacy differences in relation to the students' past 

performance experiences were examined by Shell, Murphy, and 

Bruning (1989). Shell et al. assessed the self-efficacy of 

college students in reading and writing skills. The 

results showed a strong correlation between self-efficacy 

and reading performance. The study also provided 

theoretical evidence indicating that self-efficacy belief 

is independent of performance or actual ability (Bandura, 

1979; Schunk, 1985; Shell et al., 1989) and has more 
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predictive utility for future performances. 

Generalizability of self-efficacy across reading and 

writing was also demonstrated, showing similar levels of 

self-efficacy in reading and writing. Thus, domain

specific self-efficacy across different levels of 

achievement has been demonstrated at the college level. 

Bruning, Shell, and Murphy (1987) also examined the 

developmental differences in self-efficacy and outcome 

expectancy with fourth, seventh, and tenth grade students. 

The results wer.e consistent with previous research in that 

self-efficacy and outcome expectancy had stronger 

predictive utility than actual skill level for performance 

in reading and writing. The influence of developmental age 

on belief structures was also evident. Fourth graders did 

not have well-defined efficacy or causal attribution 

beliefs compared to seventh and tenth graders, who showed 

belief patterns similar to college students. 

Thus, research has revealed the predictive utility of 

self-efficacy for performance, the relative generality of 

self-efficacy across similar domains, and perceived self

efficacy differences among different developmental levels. 

However, no research has compared the differences in domain 

specific self-efficacy in reading between high and under

achieving students. 
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Self-efficacy beliefs have been shown to be domain 

specific and not generalized across unrelated domains 

(Bandura, 1982; Schunk, 1984). However, generalization 

occurred to some extent across related domains (Bandura, 

1982, Shell, Murphy, & Bruning, 1989). There has been no 

examination of self-efficacy across reading and other non

academic domains, 0 so the extent of any generalization of 

these beliefs is not presently known. 

Concerning gender in relation to self-efficacy, 

Bandura (1981) wrote that girls view themselves as less 

efficacious than boys in intellectual activities that are 

stereotypically linked with males. Several experimental 

studies have demonstrated no gender differences in self

efficacy on natural tasks for third grade, eighth grade, 

and college-aged students (Dunlap, 1984; Gonzalez

Hernandez, 1987). 

Learned Helplessness 

Learned helplessness is a behavioral symptom which 

appears when one perceives an outcome as uncontrollable, 

regardless of effort. The belief in response-outcome 

independence leads to depressed emotion and cognitive 

motivational deficits. These deficits are characterized by 

involuntary responses and a lack of persistence, even in 

those situations where responses are known to be effective. 



Seligman (1974), in discussing the learned 

helplessness syndrome, has stated that 

Organisms, when exposed to uncontrollable events, 

learn that responding is futile. Such learning 

undermines the incentive to respond, and so it 

produces profound interference with the 

motivation of instrumental behavior. It also 

proactively interferes with learning that 

responding works when events become controllable, 

and so produces cognitive distortions (p. 74). 

Recent research in learned helplessness is placing 
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greater emphasis on the cognitive aspects of learned 

helplessness. Unless an individual perceives that outcomes 

are beyond his/her control, the mere exposure to 

uncontrollability does not produce the symptoms of learned 

helplessness (Abramson et al., 1978). This belief has led 

Abramson et al. (1978) to reformulate the learned 

helplessness theory to encompass attribution theory and 

self-efficacy theory. They distinguish their theory from 

Seligman's (1974) by differentiating between personal 

helplessness and universal helplessness. Abramson et al.'s 

model encompasses Bandura's concept of self-efficacy (1977) 

and traditional attribution theory. 

Personal helplessness occurs when individuals exhibit 

low self-efficacy accompanied by high outcome expectation. 
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For example, an individual might think he/she lacks reading 

skills others possess. Because of this perceived lack of 

skill, the person believes that he/she cannot do well on a 

test no matter how hard he/she tries. Therefore, the 

individual attributes the cause of failure to an internal 

factor (lack of skill), causing lowered self-esteem and 

self-efficacy compared to relevant others. 

Universal helplessness is an individual's perception 

that no one can accomplish an assigned task. Therefore, 

failure is believed to be caused more by external factors 

and does not evoke lower self-esteem. Bandura's (1977) low 

outcome expectation is encompassed within the concept of 

universal helplessness. One can be confident of their own 

ability but cease trying because they expect their behavior 

to have little effect on an unresponsive environment. 

Research in the School 

Researchers have discussed the important role that 

schools play in socializing children to recognize the value 

of competitive success. The emphasis placed on competition 

may make it impossible for students with lower ability 

levels to be successful and may contribute to their 

subsequent "under-achievement" (Frieze, Parsons, & Hanusa, 

1983). In this context, personal learned helplessness is 

more likely to occur because students know reading is a 
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required skill, and schools establish consistent 

comparisons with one's peers. Seligman (1975) has stated: 

Controllability and helplessness playa major 

role in the child's encounters with our 

educational system. The child has learned 

that when English words go up on the blackboard, 

nothing he does will be right. As he falls 

farther behind, the helplessness deepens. 

Intelligence, no matter how high, cannot manifest 

itself if the child believes that his own actions 

will have no effect (pp. 153-154). 

In learned helplessness, failure experiences are a 

necessary condition because non-contingent positive 

feedback does not produce the learned helplessness symptoms 

(Thomas, 1979). Attribution theories (Weiner, 1972) 

suggest that failure is a subset of uncontrollability 

related to obtaining a desired outcome, attributing failure 

to internal factors. Thomas (1979) reported striking 

resemblances among learning disabled students' 

characteristics with the general description of learned 

helplessness. Learning-disabled children have been 

portrayed as no longer believing that they can learn. 

Their repeated failure experiences give cues that they lack 

ability. Thus, they give up more easily, which leads to 

additional failures. Even after remedial programs have 
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been provided, learning disabled children are typically low 

in persistence and effort, easily frustrated, anxious, and 

unwilling to attempt tasks at appropriate ability levels 

(Thomas, 1979). Therefore, Butkowsky and willows (1980) 

considered poor readers' lower initial expectancies of 

success, lack of persistence in the face of difficulty, and 

attribution of failures to stable factors and success to 

external factors as manifestations of learned helplessness. 

Only individuals making internal attributions for response

outcome independence are considered to exhibit aspects of 

the learned helplessness syndrome (Diener & Dweck, 1978). 

Attributions of response-outcome independence to external 

factors do not produce learning deficits (Weiner, 1979). 

Thus, if a student believes that failures are due to 

personal deficiencies and those beliefs operate across many 

situations, these debilitating and depressing experiences 

lead to learned helplessness (Bandura, 1982). As a 

symptom, students would show internal stable attributions 

and low self-efficacy with a lack of persistence in 

different situations. 

There have been explorations regarding the 

generalizability of learned helplessness across situations. 

Seligman's (1977) suggestion of the discriminative nature 

of learned helplessness led Dweck and Reppucci (1973) to 

explore the discriminative characteristics of helplessness 



51 

in the classroom. Fifth-grade students worked on a block 

design task and responded to the Intellectual Achievement 

Responsibility Scale (IAR) (Crandall, Katkovsky, & 

Crandall, 1965). The subjects were given readily soluble 

problems in the presence of "a success experimenter" and 

continued insoluble problems in the presence of "a failure 

experimenter." At a specified point, the failure 

experimenter administered soluble problems. Students 

responded differently to the same tasks depending on the 

presence of the "failure" or "success experimenter." These 

findings indicated a certain relationship between 

performance and attribution. Subjects who showed the 

largest performance decrements were those students who took 

less personal responsibility for the outcomes of their 

actions. When the externally oriented students accepted 

responsibility, they attributed success and failure to the 

presence or absence of ability rather than to expenditure 

of efforts. Those subjects who persisted in prolonged 

failure placed more emphasis on the role of effort in 

determining the outcome of their behaviors. Moreover, 

males displayed persistence to a greater extent than did 

females. Discussing the result, Dweck and Reppucci argued 

that children who exhibit poor performance in the face of 

failure hold different beliefs about their control over 

reinforcement in achievement situations. In other words, 
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children who attributed failure to external factors held 

the belief that they were powerless to control the outcomes 

of events. 

Learned helplessness symptoms have also been examined 

in relation to expectancy, attribution, and persistence in 

school-aged students. Butkowsky and willows (1980) 

examined the attributional beliefs of fifth grade poor, 

average, and good readers in the regular classroom. They 

assessed expectancies, persistence, and attributional 

beliefs in reading and line-drawing tasks using a 

structured response card. A high proportion of poor 

readers attributed their failure to lack of ability, taking 

greater personal responsibility for the failure, while a 

high proportion of average and good readers attributed 

failure to task difficulty. The results were consistent 

across academic and non-academic domains. In both 

situations, poor readers exhibited low expectancy and less 

persistence in the face of task difficulty attributing 

failure to ability. Poor readers showed symptoms of 

learned helplessness in the non-reading area as well as in 

their deficit area. Butkowsky and willows suggest another 

reason for these results could be the lower intelligence of 

the poor reading group and the accompanying deficit in 

overall academic ability when compared to average and good 

readers. 
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Pysh (1982) replicated parts of Butkowsky and 

willow's (1980) study with learning-disabled, elementary

age children using similar methods. Even though she found 

similar expectancies of success, persistence, and 

attributional patterns on academic tasks in learning

disabled boys, the results were not generalized to non

academic tasks. 

Friedman and Medway (1987) attempted to replicate 

Butkowsky and willow's (1980) study with fourth and fifth 

grade learning disabled boys in a reading resource room. 

Specifically, the generalizability of learned helplessness 

across situations was questioned because the Butkowsky and 

willow's study was viewed as employing a weak design where 

the experimental situation for the reading-related task and 

non-reading related task were too similar. By varying the 

experimental situation (i.e., presentation of different 

experimenter), Friedman and Medway (1987) found that the 

behaviors of learning-disabled students did not fit the 

learned helplessness model. Learning-disabled students' 

initial expectations were not lower than normal achieving 

students, and there was not an expectancy change after 

failure experiences. Learning-disabled boys viewed lack of 

accomplishment as being the result of task difficulty 

rather than lack of ability. However, Friedman and Medway 

(1987) used an informational wording style for 
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attributional qu~stions (weighing the extent of importance 

in each a'ttributional factor), while Butkowsky and willows 

used a causal attributional wording style (a causal "why" 

question) for assessing students' attribution. These 

different assessment procedures have been predicted to 

result in different findings (Whitley & Frieze, 1985). 

Also, there were no significant differences in persistence 

between learning-disabled students and normal-achieving 

students. 

Summarizing the results of experimental research in 

learned helplessness, poor readers and learning disabled 

students seem to show similar patterns of learned 

helplessness symptoms in academic tasks only when using the 

same assessment method. However, it is still questionable 

whether poor readers show symptoms of learned helplessness 

in non-reading task areas when controlling for 

environmental variables and the assessment method. 

Relationship of Attribution Theory. 
Self-Efficacy and Learned Helplessness 

Saltzer (1982) argues that there is a linear 

relationship across self and behavioral efficacy, 

attribution, and learned helplessness. When a person is 

helpless, he/she asks why. The causal attributions that 

are made are reflected in the expectancy, and the 

expectancy determines the chronicity of the helplessness 
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deficits (Abramson et al., 1978). The stability dimension 

of an attribution is known to be related to the expectancy 

shift (Abramson, 1978). In other words, future failures 

are more likely to be expected if past failures at an 

achievement task are believed to be caused by a low level 

of ability or a high degree of task difficulty, both of 

which are stable factors. 

Schunk (1989) argued that causal attributions are the 

primary sources of efficacy information that influence 

performance through their effects on perceptions of self

efficacy. outcome attributions affect subsequent behaviors 

by moderating the beliefs related to perceived personal 

efficacy. Self-efficacy then, in turn, affects motivation 

and skillful performance. Abramson et al. (1978) have 

stated that attributions can only predict recurrence of the 

expectations, but expectancies determine the occurrence of 

learned helplessness. Thus, rather than attribution 

itself, cognitive appraisal of capability (self-efficacy) 

is considered to influence behavior more directly. 

Bandura (1977) claims that altering efficacy-based 

helplessness requires development of competencies and self

efficacy. Given proper incentives, requisite skills, 

adequate response outcome information, and reasonable 

performance standards, self-efficacy is hypothesized to 

influence people's choices of activities, how much effort 



they expend, and how long they persist. Self-judged 

efficacy is also a better predictor of performance than 

past behavior. 
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A recent study on self-efficacy and outcome 

expectancy mechanisms in reading and writing achievement by 

Shell, Murphy, and Bruning (1989) showed that self-efficacy 

beliefs were more strongly related to achievement than 

outcome expectancy for both reading and writing tasks. 

Perceptions of competency are more strongly related to 

performance than perceptions of the contingency 

relationship between performance and outcome. 

Pronounced symptoms of learned helplessness in school 

are viewed as personal learned helplessness behaviors, 

which are the result of low self-efficacy and internal 

attributions. Researchers (Bandura, 1979; Shell et al., 

1989) have shown the relative generalizability of self

efficacy across similar domains. However, cross domain 

generalizability of learned helplessness in relation to 

self-efficacy and attributions needs to be further 

explored. 

culture-School System 

This literature review has discussed three theories 

and their interrelationships. culture as an environmental 

factor plays a significant role in any theory. However, 

the intervening effects of culture on the symptoms of 



attribution, self-efficacy, and learned helplessness have 

not been explored. The present study will examine these 

theories in relationship to the Eastern culture. 
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Therefore, the following section will introduce the Eastern 

culture as represented by the Korean school system. 

Korean School System 

The structure of the Korean school system is generally 

the same as the American school system, with six years in 

elementary school, three years in middle school, three 

years in high school, and four years in college. The 

regional density of the population in Korea allows a 

relatively uniform education for all students. All schools 

use the same nationally standardized text book, and all 

students take entrance examinations for high school and 

college based on the same test materials. Using a 

standardized text and learning the same content during the 

same period of time with the same academic goal of passing 

the entrance exam enables students to be compared by 

mastery level. In other words, since the content of 

learning is the same for all students in each grade and 

since the goal of learning is to enter a higher-level 

educational institution, informal tests designed by schools 

are very similar, tapping students' mastery of the textbook 

by using the same format in a national entrance test. In 

this way, although the tests are not exactly the same, 
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students in different schools can be compared by their 

mastery level. Computerized random assignment of students 

to a certain school provides a normal distribution of 

students by ability level at each school and balances the 

comparability of students' mastery level among different 

schools. 

In Korea, the school year begins in early March. 

Thus, the subjects in this study became sixth graders in 

March 1990. Schools administer achievement tests across 

all academic subject areas every two months, tapping 

students' mastery level. The students' mastery levels are 

compared and recorded in their transcript. 

special classes are available mainly at the elementary 

and middle school levels in Korea. A special class in the 

regular school serves students with learning problems, some 

of whom might fit into the learning-disabled category if 

they were properly diagnosed. In Korea, learning-disabled 

students are not yet classified. Thus, the majority of 

students whose intelligence level is low but not within the 

boundary of mental retardation are usually either in the 

regular or special classroom. 

In Korea, about 400 students are enrolled in the same 

grade at one regular elementary school. In each class, 

about 45 students receive instruction. Usually the teacher 

who is in charge of the class teaches all subjects and 
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provides instruction according to the text book, which is 

nationally standardized according to the student's grade 

level. Teachers also administer academic achievement tests 

using published materials every two months to check 

students' mastery level. 



CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 
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There were two phases in this investigation. In the 

first phase, a subject-selection procedure entailed 

screening all sixth grade students in each of two schools 

in Seoul, Korea. Student's files and achievement test 

scores were reviewed in this phase. Based on students' 

current achievement scores in reading and math, previous 

year achievement records, and teacher's opinion, 28 under

achieving students and 27 high-achieving students were 

selected to participate in the study. In the second phase, 

subjects were individually administered a self-efficacy 

test, an insoluble line-drawing task, and open and 

structured attributional questions concerning the 

line-drawing task. 

A 2x2 factorial design was employed, allowing 

observation of the effect of the interaction of independent 

variables on a dependent variable (interaction effect) 

(Borg & Gall, 1983). The two between factors and their 

levels employed in this study were gender (male and female) 

and type of group (under-achieving and high-achieving). 

The complete design is shown in Figure 3. 



Figur.e 3. 

Male 
Gender 

Female 

Design of the study 

Type of Group 

Under-Achieving 

n = 20 

n = 8 
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High-Achieving 

n = 16 

n = 11 



criteria for Subjects 

Both under-achieving and high-achieving subjects 

participating in this study were required to meet certain 

criteria relating to grade, socioeconomic status, public 

school attendance, and exclusionary factors. 
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Fifty-five sixth-grade students (36 boys and 19 girls) 

were selected from 900 students in two schools. Based on 

the students' files, achievement test scores, and teachers' 

opinions, 28 students were selected as 

under-achievers and 27 students were selected as 

high-achievers. 

School 

Two elementary schools were selected according to the 

following criteria: (a) location in a metropolitan area 

having subjects with diverse backgrounds, (b) a large 

student population, and (c) school principals and teachers 

who were willing to cooperate. 

Two public elementary schools in Seoul, Korea, were 

selected, one in the west part of the city and the other in 

the east. Both are located in middle and lower-middle 

class residential areas which are surrounded by a street 

market. Each schools enrolled 400-500 sixth graders. 
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Grade 

Based on previous research, sixth grade was selected 

for several reasons. First, since children's concept of 

intelligence changes to place greater emphasis on their 

ability around fourth grade (Torgeson & Wong, 1986), it was 

judged that most sixth graders would have made this shift. 

Thus, the study considered students' cognitive maturity. 

Second, as children age, self-efficacy and outcome 

expectancy variables become increasingly more important in 

predicting performance (Paris & Oka, 1986). Thus, by sixth 

grade, children have a concept of intelligence as a fixed 

entity of ability and well-defined self-efficacy and 

attribution. 

Because students are rarely retained or advanced a 

grade in Korea, the chronological age for the sixth-grade 

subjects in the study ranged from 11 years to 13 years, 

two months. 

Subject Selection Procedure 

Korean Language Achievement Test 

As a primary measure for subject selection, the 

criterion-referenced Korean language achievement Test was 

utilized. The content of the Korean language achievement 

Test includes reading comprehension and semantic knowledge, 

tapping students' understanding of their textbook. Test 
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sources are either textbook publishers or published 

reference books. Tests are administered twice per semester 

by the classroom teacher. They consist of 20-25 questions 

and are scored to obtain a percentage of correct answers. 

The results of the most recent comprehensive Korean 

Language Achievement Test were collected. The students 

whose grades were in the lowest 20% of each classroom were 

selected as low achievers. For high achievers, those 

stUdents whose grades were in the highest 20% of each 

classroom were selected. 

Mathematics Test 

To further define the low achievers as under

achievers, students' test scores in mathematics were 

considered as a second selection criterion. The content of 

the math test was the algorithm and problem-solving 

questions which had been learned. The sources for the 

tests as well as the procedures for administering and 

scoring were the same as for the Korean language 

achievement Test. Like the Korean language test, 

mathematics test is given twice each semester. 

Among the low achievers from the first selection 

criterion, students whose math scores were at least 5 

percentage points higher than their Korean language test 

scores were selected. These students were called under

achieving students because of their low scores on the 
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language achievement test and the discrepancy between their 

math and language scores. For high-achieving students in 

reading, the students whose math scores were at least 5 

percentage points lower than language scores were selected. 

Previous School Records 

Previous school records were reviewed to determine 

whether Korean language and math test scores were 

consistent for at least one year for those students 

selected as under-achievers and high-achievers in language. 

In the files, each student's academic subjects are reported 

in the categories of "superior," "good," "average," "poor," 

and "bad." Thus, under-achievers in the study would have 

been categorized as "poor" or "bad" in the previous year's 

language test evaluation but at least "average" in the math 

category. High-achievers would have achieved the "good" 

category or above for the previous year's language 

evaluation and no more than "average" category in the math 

evaluation. 

Teachers' Recommendations 

The opinions of the teachers in each class were used 

as an informal selection aid. In other words, the 

researcher talked with the teachers of students selected 

according to the above criteria about whether or not the 

selected students were appropriate subjects for the study. 



During this process, the selection criteria were first 

explained in a parsimonious way. Then, open-ended 

questions about whether the subjects were having 

difficulty, especially in reading, were asked. In 

addition, whether the subjects could comprehend task 

directions and attributional questions were asked. 

Teachers were also asked to confirm that the subjects 

selected were neither gifted nor mentally retarded. No 

subjects were excluded based on teachers' responses. 

Socio-Economic status 
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The subjects can be characterized mainly as middle 

class. American indices of social economic status were not 

considered appropriate to Korean culture since the social 

class of a society strongly reflects its values. 

In Korea, parents' education and occupation are 

considered the most important factors indicating social and 

economic status. social class in Korean society is 

determined primarily by a person's occupation, since social 

classification is the tool for approaching equity in 

society (Kim, 1984; Hong & Suh, 1988). However, education 

has a role in providing the means to a better job. 

Therefore, middle-class socioeconomic status in this 

research was assumed if at least one parent was a white 

collar worker in a company, a government officer, a petit 

burjoagi, or a self-employed farmer (Gu, 1988 cited by 
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Gong). In Korea, only one parent, generally the father is 

typically employed. Parents' educational status also 

provided more complete information in determining 

socioeconomic status. 

For socioeconomic class coding, numbers were assigned 

according to the nature of the father's occupation as an 

indicator of the high (3), middle (2), and low (1) economic 

class. For level of education, numbers were assigned 

according to no education (1), elementary education (2), 

middle and high school education (3), and upper and college 

education (4). Each parent's educational level was coded 

separately, and then the two parents' codes were added. 

The occupation code was then added to the codes of both 

parents' education to derive a socioeconomic code. For 

example, if the father is a petit burgoagi with a middle 

school education and mother has a elementary school 

education, the code of 2 is given for occupation, the code 

2 is given for the father's education, and the code 1 is 

given for the mother's education. By adding all codes, a 

combined socioeconomic score of 5 is reached for this 

family. 

Exclusionary Factors 

Based on data obtained from the classroom teachers and 

school records, any subject who had been diagnosed or was 

suspected of being mentally retarded, hearing impaired, 
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physically handicapped, visually impairment, or gifted was 

excluded from the study. Also, students with problems in 

fine motor coordination or visual-motor integration that 

might affect their performance on the line-drawing task 

were excluded. 

Tests for Group Equivalence 

Before conducting the analyses to answer the research 

questions, separate t-tests were conducted on the 

differences between the under-achieving and high-achieving 

groups on the variables used in the subject selection 

process. The variables used were chronological age, math 

test scores, socioeconomic status, and Korean language test 

scores. The means and standard deviations with results of 

these analyses indicate that there were no significant 

differences found between the groups on socioeconomic 

status or math test scores. The significant difference in 

chronological ages was not judged to be educationally 

significant. A significant difference was found between 

the groups on their Korean language test scores with the 

high achievers scoring higher than the low achievers (see 

Table 1). 

Experimenter 

The researcher, who had administered the WISC-R Test 

to fifteen American and Korean students between the ages of 



Table 1 

MEANS, STANDARD DEVIATIONS (SD) AND t VALUES ON SUBJECT SELECTION 
VARIABLES FOR THE UNDER-ACHIEVERS AND HIGH-ACHIEVERS. 

Subject 
Selection 
Variables 

Chronological Age 

Socioeconomic Status 

Korean language 

Math 

Groups 

Under-Achievers 
~ ~ 

140.25 3.40 

7.04 1.48 

58.93 8.42 

67.79 14.54 

High-Achi evers 
Mean SO £! ! 

142.70 4.37 53.0 2.33 

7.26 1.56 53.0 0.55 

99.41 20.44 34.3 9.54 

69.48 12.46 53.0 0.46 

e 

.0230 

.5900 

.0001 

.6400 

0'1 
\D 



six and thirteen the previou~ year, individually 

administered tests to the students in this study. 
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An audiQ-tape recorder, a stop watch, twelve 

colored-pencil sets, and six manila envelopes with 

line-drawing tasks, paper, and pencils for the researcher's 

note-keeping were prepared for each testing situation. 

Instruments 

Self-Efficacy Test 

Self-efficacy is believed to reveal a student's 

cognition, providing predictive data regarding behavior and 

achievement motivation. The self-efficacy test developed 

by Schunk and Rice (1987) was translated into Korean for 

use in this study (see Appendix A). The main purpose of 

the self-efficacy test was to compare the level of 

perceived self-efficacy between under-achieving and high

achieving students in reading. The self-efficacy test 

consists of two sections; one entails reading passages with 

questions to answer and the other provides a measure of 

perceived self-efficacy. 

The passages were selected from the standardized 

seventh grade Korean language arts textbook published by 

the Korean Ministry of Education and the sixth-grade 

standardized reading textbook from the Korean Educational 

Development Institute. Thus, the passages for the reading 
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section were representative of those Korean students 

regularly encounter in school. Since self-efficacy 

measures students' estimated confidence level related to an 

unfamiliar situation, two-thirds of the passages were from 

parts of the sixth-grade textbook that had not yet been 

read by the subjects and one-third of the passages came 

from the seventh grade textbook. Two teachers reviewed the 

reading passages to ensure their appropriateness. 

The questions for each passage asked the students 

about the main idea or main topic of the passage. Students 

were not actually required to answer the questions but were 

instructed to mark on the self-efficacy scale their 

perceived capability for correctly answering the type of 

question similar to the specific question asked. 

Eight passages ranging in length from one to two 

paragraphs were each followed by one to four questions 

(e.g., "What is the passage primarily about?", "What is the 

most important idea in this story?", "What is the main idea 

of this passage?', "What is a good title for this 

passage?"). The efficacy test consisted of 20 questions 

that the students were asked to rate. 

The self-efficacy scale used by Schunk and Rice (1987) 

was utilized in the study (see Apendix B). For this 

assessment, 20 scales were portrayed on two sheets of 

paper. Ratings were made on 10-interval scales ranging 



72 

from 10 to 100. Verbal descriptors accompanying the 

numbers were 10 - not sure, 40 - maybe, 70 - pretty sure, 

and 100 - really sure. Children were informed that a 

rating of 10 meant that they did not think they could 

correctly answer questions like those being shown, while 

any rating between 20 and 100 meant they thought they could 

answer correctly. The higher the rating, the more certain 

they should be of correctly answering that type of 

question. For each question, students privately judged 

their certainty of correctly answering questions of that 

type. Thus, the students did not actually answer the 

questions but judged their ability to answer similar 

questions. since questions for the efficacy judgement 

tapped different levels of reading comprehension, children 

had to rely on generalizable perceptions of their 

capabilities in making their jUdgments. The subjects were 

given three to five seconds to mark on the scale after the 

researcher read the question. If students did not mark 

within that time period, the researcher reminded them of 

the time limit. Usually, this prompting was required only 

for the first one or two questions. Generally it took 15-

20 minutes for a subject to read the passages and rate the 

20 questions. 

The efficacy scale was prepared in Korean using inter

translation procedures. In other words, two translated 
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versions of the Korean self-efficacy scale were given to a 

Korean graduate student at The University of Arizona to be 

retranslated into English. The student worked alone to 

retranslate the passages. After retranslation, one version 

was found to fit the English retranslation with 86% 

accuracy. In other words, one word (pretty) did not fit 

exactly into the Korean version. After discussion of that 

word, an appropriate Korean word was selected. 

Insoluble Line-Drawing Task 

The line drawings in this study were geometric forms 

within squares, based on those used by Weiner (1972) and 

adapted by Butkowsky and willows (1980). Permission to use 

the line drawing task was obtained from Butkowsky. The 

materials used in this study are shown in Appendix c. The 

advantage of using the insoluble line drawings as a task is 

that it does not include a strong language factor. 

The purpose of using the insoluble line drawing task 

in this study was to delineate students' attributions for 

non-contingent failure. Research shows that students with 

repeated failures often attribute their failure to a lack 

of ability, resulting in less persistence on the task. 

Also, this less persistent behavior was reported to 

generalize to other situations rather than being situation 

specific (Butkowsky & Willows, 1980). Bandura (1982) 

argues that persistence is a behavioral manifestation of a 
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person's achievement motivation. High correlations between 

self-efficacy and persistence time have been suggested by 

Dunlap (1984). 

Therefore, the insoluble line-drawing task would 

reveal the generalizability of a student's typical reaction 

to a failure situation in relation to self-efficacy and 

attribution. Since self-efficacy influences aspects of 

effort, persistence, setting, and choice of activity 

(Bandura, 1977), the line-drawing task was used as a second 

means of verifying the generalizability of the self

efficacy theory with respect to time persistence. 

Each line drawing form consisted of an individual 

8 1/2"x11" sheet of white paper placed in an individual 

manila envelope. six envelopes were randomly stacked and 

provided except the first one which contained a soluble 

line drawing task. The first one served as an example for 

students to help them understand the directions, and thus 

was not included in the actual persistence time measure. 

Whether or not the line drawing tasks were soluble or 

insoluble was not to be discriminated by the students 

(Pysh, 1982). 

Open-Ended Causal Attribution Responses 

To determine students' attributions for their 

performance on the line drawing task, students were asked 

an open-ended question. This type of question was selected 



to attain unprompted and natural answers for comparison 

with response to structured questions. The open-ended 

question asked of the students after completing the line

drawing task was, "Why do you think you had trouble with 

the task?" The responses 'IIlere audio-taped and later 

categorized by the researcher. 

structural Causal Attribution Responses 
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To compare the differences between open-ended and 

structured causal attribution responses, structured 

response cards were provided. Five cards were prepared 

according to Weiner's (1972) attribution categories of 

ability, effort, task difficulty, luck, and other reasons. 

The card "other reasons" was included and was expected to 

help further clarify the student's causal attributions 

(Pysh, 1982). The following statements were written, one 

per card 

It was too difficult. (task difficulty) 

I am not good at this. (ability) 

I did not try hard. (effort) 

I was not lucky. (luck) 

I had some other reasons. (other reasons) 

Students were asked to select from the cards the reason for 

their performance on the line drawing task after they had 

answered the open-ended attribution question. 
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Procedure 

Before initiating the study, the researcher tested two 

students who were not involved in this study to pilot the 

instruments and procedures. 

Practice on the self-efficacy scale was given to all 

students to ensure their understanding of the self-efficacy 

test. After that, the actual self-efficacy test was 

provided. Next, the insoluble line-drawing task was given 

to each student, and their persistence time was measured. 

Finally, the open-ended and structured causal attribution 

responses were obtained. The same procedure was used for 

all students. 

Task Introduction 

After making arrangements with the classroom teacher, 

the researcher met with each student individually after 

school. The students and researcher went to a resource 

room where the researcher and student sat facing each other 

across a desk. The researcher introduced herself casually 

and told the student about the confidentiality of the work 

to reduce any evaluative concerns. She also discussed why 

the student was selected for the study. The researcher 

said: 

I am a graduate student and especially interested 

in children like you in the elementary school. I 

am doing research with elementary school 



children. But I cannot do my research with all 

of the children because there are too many. So, 

I randomly selected some of students and you were 

one of them. Would you like to cooperate in my 

research study by being a representative of 

Korean elementary school students? It will take 

about 30-40 minutes altogether, and you will need 

to answer honestly the questions I ask. 

Self-Efficacy Test 
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At the start of the session, after the student agreed 

to participate, he/she completed the self-efficacy test. A 

detailed script for this test is provided in Appendix B. 

The test took about 15-20 minutes including the practice 

and testing periods. 

The researcher's directions were 

One of the things we're going to do is to fill 

out some forms. Because you probably haven't 

filled out these types of forms before, we'll get 

a little practice first. 

Following this orientation, the children practiced using 

the rating scales. The practice procedures were adapted 

from Schunk's (1979) study and modified in a way 

appropriate to the culture. The first practice question 

asked, "How often do you like it when it snows?" The scale 

ranged from 10 to 100 in intervals of 10 and contained four 



78 

descriptors: 10 - never, 40 - hardly ever, 70 - sometimes, 

and 90/100 - most of the time. Children were told to rate 

how they felt by marking the appropriate point on the line. 

To ensure understanding, the researcher asked the children 

to verbalize their feelings on this question and indicate 

where on the line they should make their mark. To ensure 

further that the children understood the directionality of 

the scale, the researcher offered examples of how some of 

their hypothetical friends feel when it snows and how the 

friends would probably mark the line (see Appendix A for a 

detailed script). 

The second practice item involved an efficacy rating. 

The children were told that this form can be used for 

marking how sure they are that they can perform a task. 

They were told that the higher ratings mean they are more 

sure, and the lower ratings mean they are less sure. A 

jumping task was employed as a concrete example. The 

researcher moved about two feet away from the children and 

then asked them if they could jump that far. Since all 

children answered in the affirmative, the researcher then 

asked how certain the children were of jumping that far. 

In so doing, the researcher made reference to the efficacy 

scale and assisted children if the meaning of the scale was 

unclear. After the children expressed their judgment, the 

r£searcher moved slightly farther away and repeated the 
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question. This process continued for about two or three 

more moves until the researcher reached a point where the 

children expressed uncertainty jumping the distance. The 

researcher then explained that this uncertainty would merit 

a rating of 10. 

with these preliminaries completed, the actual test 

began. The researcher explained to the children that they 

would be shown some paragraphs, each of which would be 

followed by several questions. Then, the researcher asked 

the subjects to read each of the passages silently. After 

the subject read each passage, the researcher read the 

corresponding questions one at a time. For each question, 

students privately judged their capability in answering 

that type of question rather than giving an answer to the 

particular question. After three to five seconds, the 

researcher checked the student's marking on the scale. If 

the student hesitated while marking, the researcher 

reminded: 

All you have to think about is whether or not you 

are able to answer this type of question. You do 

not need to find the specific answer to this 

question. 

Then, after ensuring that students were marking the scale, 

the next question was given. students were not allowed to 

consult the passages. The researcher repeated the question 
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once more if the student requested. The questions did not 

appear on the student's test pages. Children were advised 

to be honest and mark the efficacy value that matched how 

they really felt. 

Insoluble Line-Drawing Task 

The introductory statement used by Pysh (1982) for the 

line-drawing task was utilized for this study after the 

self-efficacy test was completed. This statement is 

similar to the one used with the Maze SUb-test of the WIse

R test. The students were given the following explanation 

for the line drawings: 

I want you to help me find out how kids your age 

do on this task. This is what it looks like. (A 

sample soluble line drawing was shown to the 

child.) When I ask you to start, I want you to 

connect all the broken lines of the puzzle 

without lifting your pencil and without going 

over any line twice. It doesn't matter if you 

stay exactly on the line, and the lines don't 

have to look pretty. 

Then, the subject was given detailed instructions for 

the line-drawing task. 

I am going to give you six puzzles to start with. 

You are to start with puzzle number one in 

envelope one (the soluble drawing) and work on 



each puzzle until you finish it or no longer wish 

to work on it. If you want to start over, there 

are other copies of the puzzle inside of 

envelope. However, once you have put a puzzle 

aside, you can't go back to it. You will have 

twenty minutes to finish the six puzzles, but you 

can spend as long as you lilce on anyone. It 

doesn't matter if you stay exactly on the lines, 

and the lines don't have to look pretty. The two 

rules are: You must trace over all the broken 

lines, and you can't go over any line twice. 

Tell me when you finish each puzzle or no longer 

wish to work on it. 
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Each subject was given six envelopes, each containing 

copies of one line drawing. The first one was soluble and 

not included in the timing. Students were timed using a 

stop watch. Timing began when the subject removed the 

puzzle from the envelope. Timing ended when the subject 

said he/she was finished, lifted his/her pencil in a 

gesture of completion, or started to put the puzzle aside. 

While the student was doing the first line drawing task, 

guidance was given if necessary. To reduce the 

variability, a three minute maximum per line drawing was 

applied when the researcher scored the time persistence for 

each task (Butkowsky & Willows, 1980). However, if a 
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student took more than three minutes on a drawing, the 

researcher did not stop the student and measured all the 

time taken for each task. After 20 minutes, the researcher 

stopped the student and went on to the next stage of the 

procedure. Usually 10-20 minutes were used to complete 

this procedure. 

Open-Ended Causal Attribution Response 

Immediately after the line drawing tasks, the subject 

was asked: "Why do you think you had difficulty with this 

task?" Each subject's answer was recorded on audiotape. 

structured Causal Attribution Response 

After the open-ended question was completed, the 

researcher stated the following, showing the five different 

cards: 

Now, I've thought of some possible reasons for 

your trouble on this task. That is, I had 

difficulty because it was too difficult a task, 

or because I am not good at this, or because I 

did not try hard, or I was not lucky, or there 

were other reasons. What are your reasons? 

Students were asked to select a response from the 

cards. If students selected only one card, they 

were asked whether they had another reason also. 

All subjects in this study selected one or two 



cards for their reasons. Both the open and 

structured response procedure took about 5 

minutes. 

Data scoring 
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To obtain a measure of self-efficacy, the ratings for 

the 20 items on the self-efficacy test were averaged. 

Thus, an average efficacy rating was generated for each 

student. 

To obtain a measure of persistence time, time measured 

on the insoluble line drawing task was computed in seconds 

for each student. In order to reduce the variability, a 

three minute maximum was given for each of the five line 

drawings (Butkowsky & willows, 1980). For example, if the 

student took 189 seconds for one line drawing task, it was 

assigned a time of 180 seconds (3 minutes). 

To determine the categories for the open-ended causal 

attribution response, the researcher transcribed the tape 

recordings and categorized the responses. For a 

reliability check on the categories, two independent Korean 

evaluators also sorted the subjects' responses into 

categories. The same six categories of attributions were 

obtained by all three evaluators. 

Two independent raters were instructed to sort each 

open-ended response into one of the six pre-established 

categories. Two Korean graduate students at The University 
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of Arizona who were not involved in this study performed 

the procedure of categorizing the students' responses. An 

inter-rater reliability of 94% was obtained by dividing the 

number of agreements by the number of agreements plus 

disagreements. Disagreements were resolved by discussion 

among the raters. 

The six categories derived from this study could be 

subsumed under Weiner's (1974) four part theoretical model 

of internal-external and stable-unstable causes. Thus, the 

six attribution categories were placed within the four 

categories of Weiner's model (see Figure 4). Subjects' 

responses were converted into percentage scores 

representing the percentage of subjects in a group (e.g., 

under-achiever) assigned to a particular category. 

All structured response cards were recorded and 

numbered according to the five categories. The five 

multiple choice attribution card responses were scored with 

the same technique as the open-ended responses so that 

comparisons could be made. The Weiner (1974) categories 

(ability, effort, task, luck) were expanded to include a 

card choice saying "because of other reasons" since 

previous research showed that some subjects felt restricted 

by the four categories (Pysh, 1982). The utilization of 

this additional card gave an indication of the capability 



FIGURE 4. ATTRIBUTIONAL CATEGORIES FOR OPEN-ENDED 
RESPONSE. 

INTERNAL 
(WITHIN THE 
PERSON) 

EXTERNAL 
(OUTSIDE THE 
PERSON) 

STABLE 

1. ABILITY 

4. TASK 
DIFFICULTY 

5. EXPERIENCE 

6. TIME 

UNSTABLE 

2. EFFORT 

3. ANXIETY 

Source: Adapted from Pysh (1982, p. 91). 
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of the traditional four categories to ref~ect the 

attributions of the subject accurately. 

Data Analysis 
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Both quantitative and qualitative data analysis 

techniques were used to analyze the results. To address 

the first two research questions, two-way (achievement type 

by gender) analyses of variance were performed to see if 

differences were evident for self-efficacy for reading and 

persistence time on the insoluble line drawing task. Post 

hoc analyses were performed when appropriate. To address 

question three, correlations between efficacy for reading, 

persistence time, type of achiever, gender, and Korean 

language achievement score were performed to see the 

interrelationship among self-efficacy, time, and subject's 

characteristics using Pearson product moment correlations. 

The statistical Analysis Software (SAS) package was used 

for these analyses. 

To address questions four and five, the causal 

attributional responses were analyzed by comparing the 

percentages of students in each achievement group who gave 

the various responses. The attributional response data 

were sorted by category and analyzed by calculating the 

percentage of responses given by the under-achievers and 

the high-achievers in any specific attributional category. 



CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 
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This study was designed to compare the self-efficacy, 

reaction to failure, and beliefs about the causes of 

failure (attributions) of 55 sixth-grade under-achieving 

and high-achieving elementary-school-age children in Korea. 

Chapter 1 presented the background for the study and the 

research needs in the area of self-efficacy, children's 

attributions, and reactions to failure. Chapter 2 

discussed the theoretical basis of the study and reviewed 

the relevant research. Chapter 3 presented the methodology 

used in this study. This chapter reports the results of 

the statistical analyses. The results are presented in 

sections which address the four major questions: 

1. Are there significant differences by type of achiever 

or gender on scores of self-efficacy for reading? 

2. Are there significant differences by type of achiever 

or gender on task persistence for the insoluble line

drawing task? 

3. To what extent are self-efficacy scores related to 

task persistence? 

4. Are there attributional response differences by type 

of achiever or gender on the insoluble line-drawing task? 
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Research Findings 

Question 1: Are there significant differences by type 

of achiever or gender on scores of self-efficacy for 

reading? 

A two-way analysis of variance procedure was conducted 

using the self-efficacy score as a dependent variable and 

type of achiever and gender as the independent variables to 

reveal a significant difference E = 28.56 (1/51), R .0001 

for type of achiever but no difference for gender E 1.38 

(1/51), R = .24 (see Tables 2 and 3). No interaction 

effect was found between type of achiever and gender E 

1.47 (1/51), R = .23. As reported in Table 3, the high

achieving students, regardless of gender, scored 

significantly higher than the under-achieving students. 

Question 2: Are there significant differences by type 

of achiever or gender on task persistence for the insoluble 

line-drawing task? 

A two-way analysis of variance procedure was performed 

using persistence time in seconds as a dependent variable 

and type of achiever and gender as independent variables. 

The analysis revealed a significant difference in time 

persistence for type of achiever E = 4.33 (1/51), R = .04 

but no difference for gender E = 3.25 (1/51), R = .08. 

Also no significant interaction effect existed between type 

of achiever and gender E = 2.31, R = .13. 
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Table 2 

SUMMARY TABLE FOR SELF-EFFICACY SCORES. 

Source df Sum of square Mean square E 

Gender 1/51 89963.78 89963.78 1. 38 .2400 

Achiever 1/51 1855483.50 1855483.50 28.56 .0001 

Gender x 1/51 95518.79 95518.79 1.47 .2300 
Achiever 

Error 51 3313699.55 64974.50 
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Table 3 

MEANS. STANDARD DEVIATIONS (SDl FOR SELF-EFFICACY SCORES 
FOR UNDER-ACHIEVERS AND HIGH-ACHIEVERS. MALE AND FEMALE. 

Group Gender N Mean scores SD 
of 

self-efficacy 

Under- Male 20 1162.00 209.88 
Achievers 

Female 8 987.50 389.42 

High- Male 16 1463.75 262.12 
Achievers 

Female 11 1466.36 196.13 



Similar to the self-efficacy results, the high 

achievers persisted longer on the insoluble line drawing 

task than the under-achievers regardless of gender (see 

Tables 4 and 5). 

Question 3: To what extent are self-efficacy scores 

related to task persistence? 
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Pearson correlation coefficients revealed that even 

though there is a moderate correlation between type of 

achiever and self-efficacy scores (r = .57, P < .05) and 

between the Korean language test score and task persistence 

(r = .31, P < .05), little relationship was found between 

self-efficacy scores and task persistence as measured on 

the insoluble line drawing task (r = .10) (Table 6). 

Question 4: Are there attributional response 

differences by type of achiever on the insoluble line 

drawing task? 

A review of the literature revealed that four major 

classes of attributions for success or failure have been 

advanced: ability, effort, task difficulty, and luck 

(Wiener, 1980). Most research studies have restricted 

their investigations to these four classes of attributions 

using a multiple-choice format. In this study, however, an 

effort was made to compare the kinds of causal attributions 

that the subjects made on a structured response selection 



Table 4 

SUMMARY TABLE FOR PERSISTENCE MEASURED IN SECONDS ON AN 
INSOLUBLE LINE-DRAWING TASK. 

Source 

Gender 

Achiever 

Genderx 
Achiever 

Error 

df Sum of square Mean square 

1/51 

1/51 

1/51 

51 

5301. 76 

7073.63 

3771. 35 

83287.34 

5301. 76 

7073.63 

3771. 35 

1633.09 

3.25 

4.33 

2.31 
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.08 

.04 

.13 



Table 5 

MEANS, STANDARD DEVIATIONS (SD) FOR PERSISTENCE TIME ON 
INSOLUBLE TASK TRIALS FOR UNDER-ACHIEVERS AND HIGH
ACHIEVERS, MALE AND FEMALE. 

Group Gender N Mean time SD 
in sees. 

Under- Male 20 101. 31 40.00 
Achiever 

Female 8 62.85 29.94 

High- Male 16 107.81 45.34 
Achiever 

Female 11 104.55 39.71 
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Table 6 

PEARSON CORRELATION COEFFICIENTS AMONG VARIABLES IN THE STUDY. 

Korean 
Efficacy Persistence language 

Gender Achiever score time test 

Gender 

Achiever .13 

Efficacy score .05 .57* 

Pers i s tence time .20 .19 .10 

Korean language test .01 .80* .51* 31* 

* E < .05 

1.0 
~ 



95 

compared to responses on open-ended questions about the 

reasons for their success or failure on a specific task. 

No specific statistical analyses were performed. The 

results are presented in terms of the percentage of under-

achieving and high-achieving students who gave each of the 

varying responses. 

Failure Attributions on the 
Insoluble Line Drawing Task 

No notable differences were found between the open-

ended failure attributions of under-achieving and high-

achieving subjects (Table 7). Both groups attributed 

failure primarily to task difficulty which is an external

stable attribution (under-achieving subjects, 81.25%; high-

achieving subjects, 73.53%). 

Differences were more evident between the attributions 

of under-achieving subjects and high-achieving subjects 

using the structured response card choices (Table 8). 

High-achieving subjects most frequently attributed failure 

to task difficulty (38.46%), with lack of effort (25.64%) 

as a second choice; the lack of ability (10.26%) and luck 

(10.26%) were equally chosen. Under-achieving students' 

card choice pattern showed that task difficulty (34.78%) 

was most frequently chosen, with lack of ability (28.26%) 

the second most frequently choice, and effort (23.91%) 

chosen third most frequently. Compared to high-achieving 
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Table 7 

PERCENTAGE OF OPEN-ENDED CAUSAL ATTRIBUTION RESPONSES IN 
EACH CATEGORY FOR FAILURE ATTRIBUTIONS ON THE INSOLUBLE 
LINE DRAWING TASK. 

Attributional Categories 
Number Internal External 
of 

Group N Responses Stable Unstable Stable Unstable 

* ** + ++ 

Under- 28 32 9.38 9.38 81.25 0.00 
Achievers 

Male 20 23 13.04 8.70 78.26 0.00 

Female 8 9 0.00 11.11 88.89 0.00 

High- 27 34 14.71 11. 76 73.53 0.00 
Achievers 

Male 16 20 15.00 10.00 75.00 0.00 

Female 11 14 14.29 14.29 71. 43 0.00 

*All responses were included as a separate response in 
percentage calculation. 

**Stable internal attributional category: ability 

+Unstable internal attributional categories: effort, 
anxiety 

++Stable external attributional categories: task 
difficulty, experience, time 



Table 8 

PERCENTAGE OF STRUCTURED CAUSAL ATTRIBUTION RESPONSES IN EACH CATEGORY FOR 
FAILURE ATTRIBUTIONS ON THE INSOLUBLE LINE-DRAWING TASK. 

Nunber 
of 

Group !!. Responses Stable 
* 

Under- 28 46 28.26 
Achievers 

Hale 20 31 32.26 

Female 8 15 20.00 

High- 27 39 10.26 
Achievers 

Male 16 22 9.10 

Female 11 17 11.76 

* Stable internal attributional card: ability 

** Unstable internal attributional card: effort 

+Stable external attributional card: task difficulty 

++Unstable external attributional card: luck 

Attributional Cards 

Internal External 

Unstable Stable Unstable Other Reasons 
** + ++ 

23.91 34.78 4.35 8.70 

25.81 32.26 0.00 9.68 

20.00 40.00 13.33 6.67 

25.64 38.46 10.26 15.38 

27.27 36.36 9.10 18.18 

23.53 41.18 11.76 11.76 

~ 
...-J 



subjects (10.26%), the choice of lack of ability was more 

frequently chosen by under-achieving subjects (28.26%). 
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For the most part, few differences were found in the 

frequency of choices between male and female students in 

either the open-ended or structured response choices. One 

exception was in the structured response choices. Under

achieving male students never selected the "luck" 

attribution for their failure while 13.33% of the female 

under-achieving students chose "luck." 

Also, male under-achieving students' first choice was 

equally divided into ability and task difficulty (32.26%) 

while female under-achieving students chose task difficulty 

as first choice. For fentales, task difficulty was selected 

by 40%, double the percentage of those selecting ability 

and effort (20%). 

When given open-ended questions, some under-achieving 

males attributed failure to internal-stable factors 

(ability) ; no female under-achieving students did so 

(13.04%) . 
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CHAPTER 5 

SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, and IMPLICATION 

The focus of this study has been to examine self

efficacy, attribution differences, and behavioral 

persistence in Korean under-achievers and high-achievers. 

This final chapter contains a summary of the research, its 

results, discussion and interpretation of the findings, and 

implications for future research and educational practice. 

Summary 

self-efficacy for reading, behavioral persistence on 

an insoluble line-drawing task, and causal attributions for 

failure on the line-drawing task were assessed for 28 

under-achieving and 27 high-achieving sixth- grade Korean 

students. The self-efficacy instrument for reading was 

developed by the researcher based on methods outlined by 

Schunk (1987). using this instrument, students read eight 

passages, were asked one to three main idea type questions 

for each passage, and predicted their probability of 

successfully answering similar types of questions using a 

scale ranging from zero to 100. Subjects rated a total of 

twenty questions. After the assessment of self-efficacy, 

students were provided puzzle-like line-drawing tasks 

experimentally manipulated for non-contingent failure. 
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Students' persistence on the tasks in spite of failure was 

measured in seconds. Immediately after their task 

performance, students were asked about their explanations 

for having trouble solving the tasks, using both open-ended 

and structured response formats. 

Two-way analyses of variance procedures revealed that 

there was a significant difference in self-efficacy scores 

between under-achieving and high-achieving students. Also, 

there was a significant difference in the persistence time 

of under-achieving and high-achieving students on the line 

drawing tasks. The high achieving students had higher 

efficacy scores and persisted longer than the under

achieving students. However, there were no differences 

based on gender or on the type of achiever by gender 

interaction. 

Ability, task difficulty, effort, time, experience, 

and anxiety were the response categories that subjects used 

when providing open-ended responses regarding their failure 

on the line-drawing task. In both open-ended and 

structured responses, the two groups of students showed 

similar attributional patterns. Both the under-achieving 

and high-achieving groups most frequently attributed 

failure to task difficulty. 
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Discussion 

An interpretation of this study's findings will be 

presented to explore and further clarify answers to the 

research questions posed in Chapter 1. Each question will 

be addressed and will be discussed as an interactive 

element, when necessary, to promote an understanding of the 

relationships among the questions. 

Self-Efficacy 

The present study demonstrates that under-achievers in 

reading have a significantly lower level of self-efficacy 

than students who are high achievers in the same area. 

One's perceived self-efficacy is the conviction that one 

can successfully execute a behavior in a novel and 

stressful situation. Self-efficacy is also known to have a 

predictive utility for future performance because of a 

reciprocal interaction between mastery expectation (self

efficacy) and performance (Bandura, 1977). Thus, the 

present results validate the theory by confirming that 

subjects with a history of poor reading performance 

perceived less competence in their skill to carry out 

reading tasks than high-achieving students. The Pearson 

correlation coefficient showed a positive relation between 

self-efficacy scores and the Korean language achievement 

test score (r = .51, P < .001). This result and the 

positive correlation between type of achiever and self-
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efficacy (r = .57, P < .001) provide support for the result 

suggested by Shell, Murphy, and Bruning (1989): that the 

relationship between beliefs and achievement may become 

stronger as persons become more proficient. The present 

results also agree with Shell et ale (1989) by showing a 

strong relationship between self-efficacy beliefs and 

reading performance. The lack of significant effects on 

self-efficacy based on gender also confirms previous 

research (Gonzalez-Hernandez, 1987; Schunk, 1983). 

Persistence 

A significant lack of persistence was found in under

achieving students as compared to high-achieving students 

on the line drawing task under non-contingent failure 

situations. A correlation was also found between the 

Korean language test score and persistence time as measured 

by number of seconds (r = .31, P < .05). However, a 

relationship between self-efficacy scores and time 

persistence were relatively independent each other (r 

.10). A relationship between time persistence and 

achievement was revealed but an increase in self-efficacy 

scores did not effect a corresponding increase in 

persistence. High achievers in the reading area had high 

self-efficacy scores in reading and showed high persistence 

in a non-reading area, but high self-efficacy scores in 

reading did not correlate with longer persistence in the 
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non-reading-related area. Bandura (1986) proposed that 

self-efficacy is the belief structure through which persons 

translate their cognitive knowledge into behavioral action. 

In other words, self-efficacy judgment influences human 

functioning through its impact on choice behavior, effort 

expenditure, and perseverance. In addition, Bandura (1977) 

discerned the domain-specific function of self-efficacy. 

Recently, Shell et al. (1989) showed the relative 

generalizability of self-efficacy across the domain of 

reading and writing, validating the generalization of self

efficacy across related domains (Bandura, 1982). But, 

prior to this study, there had been no examination of 

generalizability across academic and non-academic domains. 

The finding of no correlation between behavioral 

persistence in the non-reading task and self-efficacy in 

the reading task in the present study supports the domain

specific functioning aspect of the self-efficacy theory. 

cultural Aspects 

Overall, the results of the present study support the 

theoretical validity of self-efficacy in the Korean 

culture. The results, showing differences in self-efficacy 

in accordance with performance level, suggest that 

Bandura's (1977) self-efficacy theory, which was developed 

in western society, can also be utilized in other cultures. 

The theory assumes internal locus of control, i.e., a 
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person is responsible for his/her own behavior. In the 

context of self-regulated learning, self-efficacy is a main 

person variable (Zimmerman, 1989). Self-regulated learning 

occurs when students generate their behavior actively and 

systematically in order to attain goals under the 

perception of self-efficacy (Schunk, 1989). Thus, students 

should be aware of what they know and regulate the use of 

their knowledge appropriately. Reciprocal interaction 

among a person's efficacy, environment, and behavior occurs 

in the triadic chain. In other words, the similarity in 

aspects of valuing a learner's actions and efforts between 

the two cultures (Western and Korean) seems to contribute 

to the validation of a self-efficacy theory. 

Attributional Responses 

The categories of failure attributions on the open

ended questions generated from the insoluble line drawing 

task were ability, effort, anxiety, task difficulty, 

experience, and time. Factors which had not been 

identified in previous attributional research, like anxiety 

and time, appeared in the present study. Factors 

previously identified (ability, effort, task difficulty, 

and experience) were consistent with previous research. 

Anxiety was considered an internal, unstable factor because 

it can change over time and arises within the person. Time 

was considered an external and stable factor because a time 
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limit was imposed from outside as a fixed factor in this 

study. The researcher provided a maximum of twenty minutes 

for subjects to complete the entire task. 

Types of Achievers 

Overall, the students' responses did not fit the 

personal learned helplessness model. According to this 

theory, helpless students should attribute their failure to 

ability, blaming themselves, while successful students 

attribute their failures more to external factors like task 

difficulty or bad luck (Abramson et al., 1985). In the 

present study, the percentage of open-ended responses given 

in each category by the under-achieving group was not 

significantly different from the high-achieving group, with 

both attributing their failure most frequently to external, 

stable factors. One notable finding in the open-ended 

response was that no internal stable attribution response 

(ability) for failure was given by the female under

achieving students. 

On structured responses, there was some evidence of 

support for the learned helplessness theory. Overall, 

frequency proportions across categories were more evenly 

distributed when structured response choices were given. 

Task difficulty choices from open-ended responses were 

reduced to almost half in structured card choices in both 

high-achieving and under-achieving groups. More responses 
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were given to ability and effort (both internal domains) in 

under-achieving students while showing an increase in 

effort and luck choices (both unstable domains) in high

achieving students. Both under-achieving and high

achieving groups most frequently attributed their failures 

to task difficulty. Lack of ability was chosen as a reason 

for failure almost three times more frequently by the 

under-achieving students (28%) than the high-achieving 

students (10%). 

In contrast, on open-ended responses, ability 

attributions between the two groups were similar (under 

achievers 9.38% and high achievers 14.71%). Thus, the 

percentage of stable attribution choices was similar 

(90.63% and 88.42%, respectively). But, in the structured 

responses, stable attributions (ability and task 

difficulty) for failure were selected more frequently by 

the under-achieving group (63.04%) than the high-achieving 

group (48.72%). 

In both structured responses (effort) and open-ended 

responses (effort and anxiety), the internal unstable 

domain shows a similar frequency of responses by type of 

student (23.91% for under-achievers and 25.64% for high

achievers in structured responses, 9.38% for under

achievers and 11.76% for high-achievers in open-ended 

responses). The external stable domain in structured 
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responses (task difficulty) and open-ended responses (task 

difficulty, time, and experience) also had a similar rate 

of response by the type of students, (34.78 and 38.46% in 

structured and 81.25 and 73.53% in open-ended responses for 

under-achievers and high-achievers respectively). 

No students' responses fell into the external unstable 

dimension in the open-ended responses, while "luck" is 

shown in the structured responses. The high-achieving 

group selected the "luck" response (10.26%) more than twice 

as frequently as the under-achieving group (4.35%) in the 

structured response choice. As in Pysh's study (1982), 

students did not seem to think spontaneously about the 

"luck" response until they saw it and had a chance to 

choose it in the structured format as a written option. 

The overlapping phenomenon of few "luck" selections by 

groups in two different cultures excludes the possibility 

of associating the result with the suburban attributional 

style of the subjects or the unique task characteristics, 

as suggested in Pysh's study (1982). The present results 

support the rationale that "luck" is not one of the central 

attributional choices of children. For the "other reasons" 

choice in structured responses, the high-achieving group 

selected this response choice much more frequently (15.38%) 

than the under-achieving group (8.70%). 
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Overall, the present study results of the structured 

responses in the under-achieving group revealed similar 

patterns to Meyer, Dyck, and Petrinack's (1989) 

attributional pattern of depressed children. Also, the 

task difficulty choice as a primary reason for failure in 

the present study was the same as the results from Friedman 

and Medway (1987) even though the two studies used 

different assessment methods. Recent research shows 

externality of attribution being associated with depression 

(Banks & Goggin, 1983). Thus, the relationship between 

task difficulty attribution and depression seems to be in 

need of further examination in future research. The reason 

for differential attribution rates between open-ended and 

structured responses cannot be determined in the present 

study. 

Gender Differences 

When female and male students were studied separately, 

there were some differences in the structured responses. 

In the case of the male under-achieving students, ability 

and task difficulty attributions were evenly divided as the 

most frequent responses (32.26%) for their failure. The 

males' frequency rate of stable domain attributions was 

also almost three times higher (64.52%) than unstable 

domain (25.81%) attributions. Attribution theory states 

that the stability dimension is related to expectancy 
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shift. Thus, students who attribute their failure to 

stable factors would not be expected to change their 

expectation for future outcomes, thereby influencing future 

behavior and performance (Weiner, 1985). More stable 

attribution choices for failure on a task they had never 

attempted seem to reflect the effects of past failure 

experience in the reading areas for under-achieving male 

subjects. When compared with male students, female under

achieving students attributed their failures to task 

difficulty twice as frequently (40%) as they attributed it 

to either ability (20%) or effort (20%). Ability 

attribution for the female under-achievers was almost twice 

as high (20%) as that of high-achieving female students 

(11.76%). In the open-ended responses, female under

achieving students did not demonstrate any internal-stable 

attributions. 

The attribution frequency of occurrence was very 

similar for the high-achieving male and female students in 

structured response choices as well as the open-ended 

responses. 

All groups of students predominantly chose task 

difficulty on open-ended responses to explain their failure 

but they did not choose ability more when the choice of 

other categories increased in the structured responses due 

to the decreased choice of task difficulty. This was 
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particularly true in the high-achieving group (Male = 9.1%; 

Female = 11.76). Thus, the equal selection of ability and 

task difficulty for failure in male under-achieving 

students on the structured choices should be noted and may 

be indicative of taking more personal responsibility. 

Taking personal responsibility has negative affective 

consequences, which is the characteristic of depression 

(Jacobson et al., 1986). According to the learned 

helplessness theory (Abramson et al., 1985), ability 

attribution for failure combined with a low self-efficacy 

score and lack of persistence are the symptoms of personal 

learned helplessness. Pronounced "lack of ability" 

attribution in the under-achieving male group compared to 

the other groups seems to imply that some of them might be 

in a continuum of helplessness generalized to another 

domain. Male under-achieving students showed low self

efficacy scores in the reading domain. They also showed 

"lack of ability" and "task difficulty" attributions for 

their failure and lack of persistence in a non-reading 

area. 

The overall finding of few attributional differences 

between gender in the present study contradicts the 

previous research which indicated that gender makes a 

difference in attribution (Dweck & Gilliard, 1975). This 

result is interesting and may be significant when 
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considering that the present research was conducted in a 

society which promotes and sustains the stereotypical roles 

of gender. However, caution must be exercised in this 

interpretation because this finding could be an artifact of 

the small sample size. Further research with larger sample 

size would be needed to more accurately interpret this 

finding. 

Since the present findings were derived in an 

experimental situation where outcomes were manipulated, 

readers should consider that students' attributions in the 

natural setting might reveal different results. Whitley 

and Frieze (1985) noted that naturally occurring situations 

have real consequences for the subjects that experimental 

settings lack and thus may be more ego involving. In other 

words, task outcome has a greater effect in the more ego

involving natural context. 

Task Difficulty Attribution 

Since such a high proportion of students attributed 

their failure to task difficulty in the open-ended response 

situation, future studies should examine factors 

contributing to task difficulty attribution. Weiner (1983, 

cited by Licht, Kistner, Qzkaragoz, Shapiro & Clausen, 

1985) noted that when a student indicates that the reason 

he or she failed was because the task was too difficult, it 

is unclear whether the student is saying that the task 
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would be too difficult for others or IIthis task is too 

difficult for me. 1I The latter statement implies the 

student's own ability is insufficient rather than the task 

itself being too difficult. If one's failures are due to 

factors beyond one's control, these two attributions are 

considered to have very different implications (Licht et 

al., 1985). In the current study, clarification of the 

students' perceived meaning is not possible. However, 

several possible reasons for the students' IItask

difficultyll choice are discussed below. 

The first explanation pertains to the structure of 

achievement motivation and the emotional effects of 

failure. Attributional reasons that students provided in 

this study were ability, effort, anxiety, task difficulty, 

experience, and time. Considering that the tasks were non

academic, it was interesting that students noted anxiety 

and time in their causal attributions for failure. This 

implies that students perceived the experimental setting as 

similar to an academic-task situation. Dweck and Gilliard 

(1975) argued that manipulating expectancies by programming 

prior outcomes will heighten the evaluativeness of the 

situation. When observing the students in the experimental 

setting, most of the students tried to do well and were 

interested in how others did on the tasks involving 

achievement motivation and social comparison components. 
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In fact, Weiner (1985) used the insoluble line-drawing task 

to elucidate achievement motivation in relation to 

persistence. The insoluble puzzle task, which required 

subjects to trace over the lines of complex figures, is 

said to best capture the predictive value of Atkinson's 

(Weiner, 1985) theory of achievement motivation. Thus, 

considering the definition of achievement motivation, which 

involves trying to reach a desired goal with a standard of 

success (Weiner, 1974), the present results, showing a 

range of attributional reasons, cannot completely rule out 

the influence of the student seeing the task as academic. 

Thus, the students' responses may be explained in the 

context of achievement motivation in relation to an 

emotional reaction by the students. Achievement concerns 

are known to be linked with causal attributions and 

motivation, which determine affective responses. Weiner 

(1985) argued that the attributional dimension-effect 

relations are not invariant but are quite prevalent in the 

Western culture. For example, feelings of hopelessness are 

associated with causal stability. The attributional 

framework assumes a sequence in which cognition enters into 

the emotional process to refine and differentiate 

experiences further. In other words, unclassified emotion 

transfers to causal attribution, and those causal 

dimensions lead to more easily classified emotions. Thus, 
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causal dimensions play a key role in the process of 

specified emotions. Heider (1958) stated that affective 

significance of the event influences its causal 

attribution. For example, success and failure that are 

perceived as being due to internal causes such as 

personality, ability, or effort, respectively, raise or 

lower self-esteem or self-worth, whereas external 

attributions for positive or negative outcomes do not 

influence feelings about the self (Weiner, 1985). The 

present results do not show ability as a significant factor 

for either under-achievers or high-achievers but rather 

identify task difficulty as a high priority in both groups. 

Perhaps low affective reaction and little embarrassment 

about attributing their failure to external factors might 

explain attributing failure to task difficulty in the 

present study (Weiner, 1974). 

Another explanation for the "task difficulty" choice 

is the possibility of its being depression related. Meyer, 

Dyck, and Petrinack (1989) classified fifth and sixth 

graders as depressed and non-depressed on the basis of 

their scores on the Children's Depression Inventory 

(Kovacs, 1980 cited by Meyer et al., 1989) and examined 

those children's causal attributions. Depressed children 

attributed their failure more to task difficulty than to a 

combination of other factors. Non-depressed children, on 



115 

the other hand, more equally distributed their explanations 

for failure. Effort i task difficulty, and luck were 

equally likely reasons for their failure, while ability was 

viewed as the least likely reason. This study implies some 

relationship between an attribution of task difficulty and 

depression, even though personal learned helplessness shows 

internal attribution in relation to depressive symptoms. 

The under-achieving students in the present study showed an 

attribution response pattern similar to Meyer et al.'s 

(1989) depressed children. Therefore, the present results 

may indicate some depression in these students. As 

originally defined by Seligman (1974), "learned 

helplessness" implies that "learning of response-outcome 

independence distorts the perception that responding has 

contingent consequences" (p. 40). Learned helplessness 

produces a cognitive set in which people believe that 

success and failure are independent of their own skilled 

actions, and they, therefore, have difficulty learning that 

their responses work. Rather than failure alone, the 

response-outcome non-contingency perception interferes with 

the future learning of the relationship between response 

and outcome. Under-achieving subjects in the present study 

gave an attribution of task difficulty to non-academic 

tasks that they had never tried before. Subjects might 

have rationalized that they would not try as hard. Their 
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thinking might have been that their behavior would not 

produce any contingent consequences because their failure 

was due to the task difficulty, which they could not 

control. In other words, response outcome independent 

perceptions of learned helplessness are still being applied 

in this setting. Even though both groups attributed 

failure to task difficulty as a first priority, only under

achieving students showed a significant lack of 

persistence, which might lead to the symptoms of learned 

helplessness with their low self-efficacy. 

other Findings 

other findings from the current study involve the 

students' choice of other reasons for failures in the 

structured responses. High-achievers seemed to explain 

their failure by focusing more on the task itself, while 

under-achievers gave more reasons that were separate from 

the task context. Examples of high-achievers responses 

were "When connecting, there is always one which is not 

connected- one would be left," lilt seems to be made so that 

it is not connected," lilt's impossible to connect," "I 

easily forget things," "I did not have competence and 

hurried," and "This was impossible to connect even though I 

did not think it was too difficult and I tried." 

Examples of under-achievers responses were "I was 

thinking about home," "I could not follow the same line 
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without lifting my hand," "Because I need to go home 

quickly," and "I was confused when I connected the line." 

Pearl, Bryan, and Herzog (1983) found that non-learning 

disabled students developed specific, testable hypotheses 

about the reasons for their performance in an articulated 

manner, while learning-disabled students used vague, 

uncontrollable factors as the cause of their failure. 

Thus, the responses in the present study are concurrent 

with Pearl et ale (1983). The different reasons given by 

type of students might be related to their confidence on 

the task, in that under-achieving students lack confidence 

in their ability and try to find reasons other than the 

task or themselves to blame for failure. Cognitive and 

language maturity should not be excluded as possible 

explanations (Pearl et al., 1983). 

Finally, an interesting finding which has not been 

discussed was the significant correlation between the 

student's persistence time and socioeconomic status (SES) 

(r = .27, P < .05). SES was obtained by factoring parents' 

education and occupation in this study. There were, 

however, no significant correlations between self-efficacy 

scores and socioeconomic status. Gonzalez-Hernandez (1987) 

reported that academic effort was correlated significantly 

with socioeconomic status in the case of college students. 

Thus, the high socioeconomic background of some of the 
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students in this study appears to contribute significantly 

to the student's persistence time. The reason for this 

might be explained by environmental influences (e.g., 

parental education) associated with achievement behaviors. 

Further research might be considered to examine this 

finding in detail. 

summary 

The present study demonstrates that even though there 

is an indication of generalizability from the reading 

domain to another domain in students' performance 

behaviors, the causal attributions of students did not show 

symptoms of personal learned helplessness. This confirms 

the research hypothesis that self-efficacy influences 

behavior more directly than attributions. Therefore, 

under-achieving students who showed significantly lower 

self-efficacy and lack of behavioral persistence in the 

non-reading, deficit-free domain did not necessarily 

display negative dysfunctional attributions or personal 

learned helplessness by blaming themselves for their 

failure. A possible explanation for the attributional 

response patterns found in this study might be that 

students' verbal responses are not accurate measures of 

attribution. since the experimenter was unfamiliar with 

the stUdents' past performance, the students could have 

disguised their true feelings (Pysh, 1982). 
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Implications 

Educational Implications 

Bandura (1977) stated that efficacy based helplessness 

requires competence training. since the present study 

shows that under-achieving students had significantly lower 

self-efficacy than high-achieving students, developing 

skills to increase self-efficacy for under-achieving 

students through strategy training should be advantageous. 

For persons to develop positive self-efficacy, they must 

engage in positive experiences and understand that they can 

be successful in those activities through their own efforts 

(Bruning et al., 1987). 

The characteristics of under-achieving students when 

compared to high-achieving students in the present study 

also have implications. Consistent low scores in reading 

over at least two years in spite of potential (considering 

higher than-average math scores in the under-achieving 

students) might help to identify specific learning-disabled 

students in Korea. The lack of an accurate diagnostic 

procedure for identifying learning-disabled students in 

Korea implies that students with learning problems 

currently receive instruction in the regular classroom 

without any special instructional methods which might be of 

benefit. 
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Finally, strategy training to develop self-efficacy, 

as utilized in western society, could be applied to an 

Eastern culture like Korea, since self-efficacy as related 

to performance level was found in Korean students in the 

present study. Instructional strategies developing self

efficacy could be utilized for the students' motivation and 

achievement. 

Research Implications 

The level of self-efficacy for subjects on the 

insoluble line-drawing task was not assessed in the present 

study. Students' self-efficacy on the insoluble line 

drawing task is only inferred through measuring time 

persistence since self-efficacy is known to manifest itself 

in the form of behavioral persistence. Even though Bandura 

(1977) stated that the devastating area of self-efficacy 

could be generalized to other performance areas, students' 

self-efficacy level in the line-drawing task might be 

different from their self-efficacy in reading. 

It is also not known whether the students' 

attributions in non-reading areas as measured by this study 

would be the same as those given in the reading area. 

However, subjects did not show dysfunctional attributional 

patterns in a non-academic area, regardless of their 

attributions in reading. Thus, future studies should 
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include self-efficacy measurement of non-academic domains 

and attributional measures of reading. 

Whitley and Frieze (1985) argued that attributional 

differences are seen differently across settings (natural 

and experimental settings) and questioning methods 

(informational and causal attributional questions). The 

present study only included causal attributional questions 

elicited in an experimental setting to assess the students' 

attribution. Therefore, the inclusion of both assessment 

methods in one study is recommended for future studies to 

compare attributions across settings. 

The subjects in the present study were selected based 

on their Korean language test scores and math test scores, 

without controlling for intelligence. Even though math 

test scores were matched between the two groups, the impact 

of intelligence remains in question. Controlling for 

intelligence is recommended for future studies. 
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Concluding statements 

In summary, under-achieving students in reading showed 

lower self-efficacy on an academic task and a significantly 

lower rate of persistence on insoluble, non-academic tasks 

when compared to high-achievers. Both under-achievers and 

high-achievers attributed failure on insoluble, non

academic tasks to task difficulty. These results are in 

agreement with previous attributional research on students 

with learning disabilities (Pysh, 1982). Thus, the 

applicability of self-efficacy theory in Korea was 

suggested. Overall, the present study's results revealed 

that students' attributional responses in non-contingent 

failure situations were not associated with personal 

learned helplessness nor did the attributions lead to a 

generalization of specific failures to other non-specific 

domains. 
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Scale orientation 

One of the things we're going to do is to fill out 

some forms. Since you probably haven't filled this type of 

form out before, we'll get a little practice first. (Show 

sample page.) Take a look at this. First, we have a 

question. "How often do you like it when it snows?" Then, 

below this question, we have a line of numbers from 10 to 

100. Under some of the numbers we have words--never, 

sometimes, most of the time, and always. As we go from 10 

to 100, this means we like it more and more when it snows. 

Your job is to decide how often you like it when it snows 

and then to match how you feel with some place on this 

line. Then you circle or put an X over the number that 

matches how you feel. You can circle or X anywhere, not 

just where words are. (Help children with this). Ask how 

they feel, make them say it, then help them to match this 

feeling with a point on the scale. Then use examples to 

demonstrate the range of the scale. For example, say, I 

have a friend who never likes it when it snows. He would 

mark the line here (10). Then, I have another friend who 

almost never likes it when it snows. Where will he mark? 

Let student mark on the scale (He would probably mark the 

line on the scale, but may not understand the fine 

gradations between the points on the scale bearing 



descriptors. So demonstrate a rating between two 

descriptors and say in words the corresponding feeling.) 
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Let's try another one (the efficacy scale). This form 

is used for marking how sure you are that you can do 

something right now. Let's try it out. Suppose I wanted 

to know how you felt about how far you thought you could 

jump. (Stand children against wall and you stand 2 feet 

away.) Now, tell me, do you think you can jump this far? 

(Children will answer "yes.") OK, now how sure are you 

that you can jump this far? (Show children the scale. 

They'll probably say "real sure," in which case show them 

how they would rate it. Now continue, and move a little 

farther away. After each move, ask them first whether they 

think they can jump that far, and if they say "yes," then 

ask them how sure they are. The point will get across 

that, as you move farther away, their confidence will go 

down. Move away far enough until they say "no," they can't 

jump that far. That's a rating of 10.) 

It's important to remember when you fill out forms 

like this, that you must answer honestly, that is, how you 

really feel. You see, there are no right or wrong answers 

on these forms. Different children will answer different 

ways, and that's just fine. Remember too that no one here 

at your school or in your home will see how you answer 

these, so you should answer honestly. Also, you must 



126 

answer on how you feel right now. and do not answer on how 

you wished you felt or how you think you'll feel sometime 

later, like tomorrow, next week, or next month. It this 

clear? (Again, make sure children understand these scales 

and have them repeat the "right now" and "honesty" ideas.) 

After you read each passage, I will ask you several 

questions. Turn the practice page over and push it 

slightly away from the children. Explain that they'll be 

working on several pages and that as they finish each one, 

they turn it over onto the stack. 

Now let's try some questions that ask about some 

things you do in reading. I'm going to give you some 

stories to read. After you read each story I'm going to 

ask you some questions about the story. I don't want you 

to try to answer these questions. I want you to decide 

whether you think you could answer questions like the ones 

I ask and get the right answers; that is, for each question 

I ask, could you answer questions about as easy or hard as 

that one and get the right answer? Then I want you to 

circle a number on this line that matches how sure you are 

that you could answer questions like that one and get the 

right answer. (Show child the scale and explain it. 

Emphasize that the child can mark any number, not just 

those where words appear.) 
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Now remember, if you don't think you could answer 

questions about as easy or hard as the one I ask and get 

the right answers, you should circle the 10. If you think 

you could answer questions like the one I ask and get the 

right answers, then mark a number bigger than 10. The 

higher the number you circle, the more sure you are that 

you could get the right answers to questions like the one I 

ask. You'll only have a short time to circle each number, 

so you need to pay attention. 

Please be honest and mark how you really feel. Some 

of the questions I'll read to you will be like those you've 

done before, but other questions are going to be harder. 

You should mark a low number if you don't think you could 

answer questions like the one I read and get the right 

answers. It's ok to mark low numbers. You don't get a 

grade on this work. I won't show your papers to your 

teacher or anyone else here at school, and I won't send 

your work home. NOw, I am going to give you one example. 

(Give one very easy example and question before 

starting the actual one.) 

Chulsoo played a soccer game in the school playground 

after school. Then, he went back home with his younger 

brother and did his homework. Where did Chulsoo play the 

soccer game? In this question, I do not want you to give 

any answer, but mark on the scale how much confidence you 
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have about answering this type of question. Where would 

you mark? (If students mark on the scale in the high 

range, it implies that they understood the concept of the 

scale.) 

Now, let's start. (Let student turn over the pages and 

look at the first passage and read it.) 
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Efficacy Scale 

Student's Name Date. __________ __ 

10 20 30 

Not Sure 

40 

Maybe 

50 60 70 80 90 100 

Pretty Sure Really Sure 
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