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ABSTRACT

Teachers and students have expectations about giving and
receiving feedback in the 1learning process. The perceptual,
cognitive and affective information received by students and
teachers must be processed and categorized in order to maintain
some sort of organization.

The process by which one makes some sense about behavior,
‘attribution’, differs as a function of whether we ars=s adopting
the student’'s or the teacher's viewpoint. Of the many variables
discussed, the teacher’'s strategy and methodology of presenting
the feedback to the student determines if the feedback will be

formative. From the student ‘s viewpoint the teacher s
effectiveness in providing this feedback is influenced by his
perception about the teacher’'s interpersonal relation and

communication skills.

Theory and experimental evidence dominate this report.
Principles and generalizations from the theory of cognitive
behaviorism are related to motivation, self-perception, and
dissonance research. Saint Lawrence efforts and results to
curtail abandons and failures appear almost as a non sequitur to
the lengthy theoretical developments in this report. We have
relied heavily on theory and empirical research to show that
attributions have motivational properties that link sxpectations
about student-teacher relations to academic persistence and
achievement. The aim is to convince teachers to take the time to
consider the impact of student-teacher attributions. We feel
that student and teacher misattributions induce stress which
leads teachers to ‘burn out’ and students to fail or abandon.

This report examines the relationship between two types of
attributions: Those that explain the present by examining past
behaviors, and those that examine current behaviors to predict
and control future behaviors. It is argued that there is a
fundamental difference between students who are high versus low
in academic need achievement. The high achievement student has a
preference for a direct achievement style in which he
continuously monitors the relation of past to present behavior to
adjust current behavior to better predict his future bshavior.
The direct achievement style student is thus very receptive to
formative feedback. The low achievement student appears to favor
the interpersonal relations aspect of communication with his
teacher, and to the detriment of formative feedbaclk. Student
attribution and perception of the teacher primarily as an agent
tor formative feedback or as a social facilitator makss a
critical difference on student achievement style.

The report proposes that the teacher could benefit from knowing
that low achieving students need relational achievement stvyles to
reinforce their attempts to cognitively restructure expectations
about ability and effort towards academic performance. The
formative feedback from the teacher could help the relational



type student develop a better and more accurate sense of
causality, responsibility, and productivity. This, it is argued,
has serious implications for academic persistence and
achievement.

The report concludes with St-Lawrence’s attempts, over a four
year period, to rethink its way of dealing with low achieving
students. While neither offering remedial courses nor ‘watering’
down course content, teachers were able to work, independently
and for a common good, to increase persistence and achievement of
students who otherwise would have abandoned.



Chapter 1

ATTRIBUTIONS IN THE ACADEMIC SETTING

Introduction

Low achieving students have difficulties performing and
learning. Such students manifest little or no permanent changes
in their cognitive development as a result of matriculating in
Cegep. According to recent discussions on motivation within the
Cegep network, there is growing concern in teachers over the
abundance of ‘declarative kEnowl edge ” and the absence of
‘procedural knowledge’ on motivation (AGFC, 1983). Low achieving
students are being asked to assimilate course content
[i.e.'declarative knowledge'] without adequate skills for
attending, organizing or processing the information presented to
them [i.e. 'procedural knowledge’'1l . There appears to be a
"hidden curriculum” that stiffles some students’ development.
Low achieving student needs are not primarily For cognitive
structure, understanding or order etc. L direct achieving
styles’'] but rather for social and warim interpersonal
relationships with their teachers ['relational achieving
styles’ 1.

Whether learning is the acquisition of facts, figures and
relationships or the acquisition of conceptual strategies for
processing these facts, figures and relationships the massive
investments of human and physical resources would suggest that we
think that learning is possible. We expect learning to occur
when the teacher, knowledge and pedagogy are made to bear on the
student. The pedagogical act occurs when concepts change minds
as teachers communicate ideas to students. The teacher focuses
on the means of transferring the in-depth knowledge and its
organization to & novice who lacks knowledge about content,
organization and procedure. Thus “learning’ requires skills in
processing  and organizing incoming information. In this manner
the student moves beyond simple acguisition and rote memorizing
into the realm of “knowledge’.

In the pedagogical process the student attaches emotional
meanings to the concepts he is asked to learn. Howaver, we tend
to forget that the student also attaches meanings to the process



Perceptual Inputs

How we categorize people not only reveals our implicit theory
of personality but also affects the way we communicate with
them. That is, how and what we say depends on where we are and
with whom we are trying to communicate. What teachers think
about students influences how we teach them and what students
think about themselves affects how they learn. How one explains
behavior to oneself depends on whether one is referring to
oneself [‘actor’]l] or to another ['observer’l, level of task
difficulty, and the outcome of the task [‘success’ versus
‘failure’].

We prefer, as observers, to attribute causes of another’'s
behavior to characteristics of that individual [‘dispositional’]
and to attribute them to social and physical demands
['situational ‘1] when explaining ow behavior in the same
situation. This functional categorization process is necessary
to deal with the millions of bits of information that are being
sent to the brain for processing. We are forced to intentionally
or unintentionally impose order on this information on the basis
of perceptions or expectations.

Our needs for information, relevance, and the perception of the
stimulus - response event determine the degree of intentional
selective perception. We know we can't attend to everything and
we make choices. At such time we are operating at a conceptual
level of information processing. Operating at a perceptual level
means we don’'t stop to ask for information, or to distinguish for
relevance or to attempt to understand the relationship of the
proximity of a response to a stimulus. We sort, code and file
information. The source, the criteria for selection and
retention, and the organization of ones’ knowledge are not
known. Feople who operate at a perceptual level of
categorization memorize and rarely perceive the effects that the
presence or absence of expectations may have on their
perception. The person is deprived of making comparisons between
what she expected and what she observed.

When teachers hear the familiar: "The teacher wants me to do
this assignment," "The course was too difficult so I failed! "
"My parents want me to go to school." "I need this degree to get
a Jjob," etc. we recognize the lack of perception of
responsibility, causality and productivity within the student.
This thinking may be based on facts e.g. not fallacious. It
nevertheless is non-productive thinking. Making students aware
of such non-productive thinking requires that a comparison be
made between - their perception of the situation and their
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itself. The process imposes on the student an awareness of
herself, her abilities, and her coping strategy. When the
student fails to learn we ‘reasonably expect’ some fault with the
teacher, the student, the process or some combination of these.

Attribution theory seems most appropriate in explaining which
of these is held responsible for the outcome of the learning
process because we are concerned with the processes involved
between teachers and students rather than merely with
accentuating the influence of either the student or the teacher,
as in popular ‘teacher effectiveness’' or ‘study skills’ training
strategies. The central attribution issue here relates to
causality in motivation, productivity in learning, locus of
responsibility, and the power of expectations.

A cognitive and behavioral framework is used because we wish to
work within the limits of informed consent to avoid manipulating
the students. Also, effective change strategies must include the
participation of the learner in identifying, developing and
implementing behavioral changes. This information ought to help
us understand the process of how low achieving students won’'t or
can‘'t learn.

Attributions in the Academic Setting

How do students and teachers form impressions of each other?
The answer is based on the attributions they make about each
other's behaviors. Attributions reflect motives, qualities and
faults and the demands of the situation. The attribution process
reflects our concern with making sense out of someone’'s behavior
in order to understand others and ourselves and ultimately to
affect changes in our social environment.

Learning occurs in a social environment and is influenced by
the perception of level of task difficulty; the degree of belief
that ones’ actions and efforts can and will influence outcomes;
and the process of attaching feeling to the information that we
must categorize. Thus the process of attribution relies on
perceptual, cognitive and affective inputs.



Perceptual Inputs

How we categorize people not only reveals our implicit theory
of personality but also affects the way we communicate with
them. That is, how and what we say depends on where we are and
with whom we are trying to communicate. What teachers think
about students influences how we teach them and what students
think about themselves affects how they learn. How one explains
behavior to oneself depends on whether one is referring to
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expectations. Their perceptual processes focus on extrinsic and
associated attributes rather than on intrinsic and defining
attributes. That 1is, student expressions reveal that they
perceive the external aspects associated with learning stimuli -
the teacher with assignments, course difficulty with failure,
parents with education, and diploma with job — rather than on
intrinsic and defining attributes -~ learning from assignments,
ability and effort for determining academic performance, and
being educated to hold down a job. What this means exactly and
how it comes about is explained in the following section when we

consider how the cognitive and affective inputs operate on
perceptual processes.

Teachers think their attributions are as objective whether they
focus on a person or a task. This is not the case.

If a student doing average quality work were to consult with
the teacher and then perform better on the next quiz the teacher
would perceive that her efforts have contributed to this
student's increased academic performance. That is, the teacher
makes a dispositional attribution about herself to explain the
change in student behavior. If the student were however to do
worse, the teacher would probably point to a lack of ability /or
effort in the student.

Even the rare teacher who assumes the credit for student
success and accepts the responsibility for her failure is still
using attributions. The teacher is blind to the fact that, based
on statistical probability, some students will do better or worse
without teacher intervention. We cannot be objective when we are
involved. It is in our nature to protect ourselves against too
much anxiety, guilt, shame etc. by automatically and
unconsciously readjusting our level of expectation to concur with
attributions that we make about our own observed behavior.
However we do not have such processes for adjusting the
attributions we make about the observed behaviors of others.

The process by which we do is called selective perception and
it means that we must choose which information to process from
the incoming information that our senses are transmitting to us.
Apparently being objective means that we limit ourselves to
cognitive interpretations and being subjective means we add an
affective dimension to these interpretations. When we are
involved the affective processes are automatically called into
play. We have to learn to be more objective about ourselves. We

now turn our attention to applying this to teachers and
students.

The teacher is faced with the same problem as the student — she
is forced to categorize incoming information but in this case
about people - and specifically students. The teacher needs to

control his social environment and the student must acquire the
intellectual concepts teachers are trying to get across to them.



And just like the student who deals in the predictability of
academic performance based on categorization of intellectual
concepts, the teacher deals in the predictability of academic
performance based on categorizations of students.

Better cognitive skills, such as study habits and methods of
work, and extrinsic attributes, such as being on time, being
attentive etc. can explain, with a good degree of
predictability, the acquisition of intellectual concepts.
However, the attribution process used by teachers to explain
student performances discounts the role of multiple causes and
assumes the existence of a major necessary cause — ability and
effort. This is clearly an atfective and intrinsic
categorization which leads to stereotyped behaviors. This means
that as incoming information is processed it is weighed against
our expectations.

We would expect, from a cognitive point of view, that the

incoming information would often serve to modify our
expectations. Unfortunately incoming information is matched
against the expectation. Teachers have stereotypes for
performance, study skills, motivation, etc. They extract some
information about the student, match her to a social category and
then watch and listen for behaviors that confirm the

categorization!

Teachers and students communicate their attributions about
motives, qualities and faults and interpret quite differently the
demands of the situation. Students are acutely aware of this
problem and marvel in the apparent lack of awareness teachers
have for this phenomenon.

Apparently we have difficulty in understanding a similar
problem that we as teachers experience when third parties hold us
accountable for student performances. How can we be held
responsible for student productivity when it relies on their
sense of responsibility and causality? Teachers don’t appreciate
being told they should re-examine their teaching ability and the
effort they put into their teaching since they believe that the
cogntive and extrinsic factors [study skills, methods of work,

etc.] of students lead to poor academic performance. So, when
third parties, such as parents, use the discounting attribution
principle on teachers [holding teachers accountable and

responsbile for students’ behavior because it makes the most and
easiest sense to parentsl, the results are predictably as
negative as when teachers use this same principle, for similar
reasons, on students [holding previous teachers responsible and
accountable for the students’ current faulty study skills because
it is also convenient for teachers].

It is a small intuitive leap to see then that harboring such
perceptions influences the interpersonal relations and
communications between students and teachers. We npow turn our



attention to explaining how the cognitive and affective inputs
interplay to produce our ‘blindness’ to such perceptions.

Cognitive & Affective Inputs

The underlying problem of cognitive and affective inputs is one
of ‘salience’. That is, the information available at the time of
the attribution influences the coding, storing and recall of the
attribution. Furthermore, the distortions that operate in memory
makes it possible for us to recall information and to forget that
it was derived from associated or defining characteristics. That
is, we remember the message we want to remember and forget the
source.

We make affective and cognitive categorizations based on
associated and defining attributes of characteristics and then we
promptly and conveniently forget that we did so. Affective
categorization refers to the fact that we have learned to attach
meaning to an associate attribution of a person, situation or
event. The cognitive categorization process means that we learn
to attach meaning to a person, situation or event on the basis of

defining attributes. For example, tomato usually has ‘redness’
as a defining attribute. Tomatoes are usually red. ‘Goes well
with a salad’ would be an associate attribution. We usually eat

tomatoes with green salads and learn to associate one with the
other. We may be tempted to say it is a defining attribute but
it can’'t be. There are quite different associations that other
persons may also learn. For example, '‘Goes well with breakfast’
is a difficult association for most of us to make because we have

rarely associated eating tomatoes with having breakfast. Yet
tens of thousands of persons would disagree. This thought may
evoke the feeling: ‘That’'s awful! How can someone even think of

eating a tomato for breakfast?’ This is an example of an
affective categorization derived from the associated attribute.

Associated intrinsic attributes have very little consequence in
the case of food but htey can potentially be disastrous in
interpersonal communication. The emotional label allows us not
only to explain the behavior but also to justify it. ‘She’'s
talented but so lazy!’ is an affective categorization derived
from some sort of associated and supposedly intrinsic attribute
of the student. It makes it sound like ‘laziness’ is a quality
of students just like attending school is a defining gquality of
‘student’. We will have much more to say about this in the
following section: Attribution versus attribution processes.

The interpersonal relations and communications between students
and teachers then are probably ‘even’ on this score - they both,
and all too often, resort to associated attributes. Students use
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associated attributes of learning, teachers use associated
attributes of students; students respond to the associated
attributes of their teacher and so on. The result is that both

get turned off by each other. The student doesn’'t particularly
like being reminded that she operates on a given perceptual level
and teachers don't like to be put on the defensive. We will

discuss this sequence of events when we examine the relationship
of conditioning to expectations in Chapter 3I: Acquisition and
Maintenance of Learning Expectations.

Attribution versus Attributional Processes

Attributions are explanations based on perceived causes. This
implies that attributions operate after the fact to mediate
between antecedent characteristics and consequences of events.
Accentuating the relationship between antecedent characteristics,
such as information available, motivation to produce, and ones’
belief in causality and the perceived causes or attributions is
referred to as an attribution process. Attributional processes
stress the relationship between perceived causes or attributions
and the consequences such as learning, expectations for academic
achievement, and assuming responsibility. Essentially the
difference between attribution process and attributional process
is a temporal one. Attribution process stresses the 1link of
present behaviors to past characteristics and antecedents while
attributional processes stress the consequences of current
behaviors.

We have just noted that attributions operate after the fact and
yet we clearly mention that attributional process is future
oriented. This contradiction really isn‘'t one if we replace the

phrase ‘attributional process’ with a more familiar word:
"Expectations’. Attributional processes and expectations are two
similar variables. Attributions refer to explanations about

behavior. This clearly implies that the behavior has occurred.
Expectations have a future sense - the word ‘predictability’ as
was noted earlier reflects this aspect - and yet we are ill at
ease to refer to them as explanations for future behavior.
Nonetheless this is precisely what they are. When someone says
that someone else did something "wrong’ we are actually saying to
them that we registred, recognized and evaluated the difference
between what we observed and what we expected should have
occurred! The topic of expectations and their relationship to
motivation receives all the attention it deserves in Chapters 4
and 6.



Misattributions and Self-Handicapping Attributions

The fundamental question is: Why do we engage in attributions
if they are potentially self-handicapping? The answer requires
that we understand how each of attributions, stress and learned
helplessness influences self-presentation.

The ‘discounting’ principle of attribution (Kelley, 1972)
purports that we stop looking for an explanation or examining
possible explanations about behavior when we have arrived at
‘the’ one that makes the ‘most sense’ to us. The term
‘predictability’, used previously, connotes the problem nicely
and neatly.

There is a great deal of subjective evaluation that enters into
each person’s operational definitions for ‘success’ and
“failure’'. The major reason for the lack of student achievement
thus varies according to whom you ask. This state of affairs has
little to do with any actual causes and everything to do with
expectations. How such expectations are acquired and maintained
is fully explained in Chapter 3. Apart from the problem of
expectations though we realize in ourselves and others that we
are making attributions even if we don’'t understand them. How
this is possible has everything to do with available feedback and
how we use it.

Bruner and Fotter (1964) demonstrated that we actively extract
information from our environment. We continually compare the
initial impression, or ‘hypothesis’ as they call it, of what we
think the stimulus is to the actual incoming information about
that stimulus. That is, we compare the actual behavior with the
expected behavior. The problem arises though when the stimulus
figure is in “full focus’'. That is, when the maximum fit should
occur  between what the stimulus is and what one expected. In
their study they report that those who initially had been given a
‘vary’, ‘medium’, and ‘“slightly’ ambiguous stimulus figure
reported, when the Ffigure was in focus, 25%, S1%, and 73%
recognition of that stimulus, respectively. The sub jects
couldn’'t perceive the stimulus figure for what it was. These
figures were of common objects in unusual settings. For example
a silver spoon placed on a rug, a fire hydrant, etc. When the
process was reversed, that is going from in—-focus to
out-of-focus, no such effect occurred. The hypothesis formed
about what the stimulus figure was acted as some sort of
‘definition’ against which incoming information was continually
compared. Selective attention eliminated important information
and only processed that which seemed to support the initial
guess. The impact of this experiment is the fact that subjects



had difficulty in wvisualizing an objective and commonplace
stimulus figure even when it was in correct focus.

The perception of objective stimuli, with referent qualities,
remains tainted by initial subjective evaluations even when the
stimulus figure attains its full and clear or objective status.
Could we not expect that our perceptions of a subjective and
ambiguous stimuli, such as abstract concepts about persons, could
remain even more distorted?

Given that the most evident and accessible characteristic of an
individual is physical appearance, does our perception of that
physical appearance taint our perceptions about the person? The
answer is most definitely yes! We aren’t even aware that we
tend, as teachers, to spend more time with and provide more
feedback to ‘attractive’ students. If we can’'t even reflect upon
this objective reality what can be said of the hope for us to
reflect on other, more subjective, student-teacher interactions?

Additionally we are aware that our attributions often make a
compelling statement about ourselves. After all, if we can only
see evil in others, it won’'t be long for others to start
attributing evilness as a dispositional trait in us! So we are
careful in revealing our attributions to protect ourselves
against this ‘rebound effect’.
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Teachers apparently behave in a manner to protect
self-presentation; but it is not currently known if it 1is
intentional or not. Tetlock (1980) studied the reports made by
teachers for student failure outcomes. Teachers reported feeling
that their attributions served others as means of evaluating
them. The pressure was on teachers to accept the blame for
student failure and to give the student credit when she passed.
This puts much pressure on teachers. O0Of course we recognize this
as stress and we resent it. The teacher may escape the stress by
developing coping strategies which center on communication and
feedback with the administrators, parents, students and other
teachers. Then again the teacher may just realize the futility
of it all and give up without trying. In either case, at some
point, if the teacher doesn’'t make some conscious effort to
maintain or develop a coping strategy, the result is burnout -
they stop caring! At this point they have arrived at the state
of ‘learned helplessness’. Teachers resign themselves to the
belief that their actions can no longer influence academic
outcomes. ‘Good students,’ they can be heard to reflect, ‘will
do well with any method and teacher. Foor students will do
poorly no matter what is or is not done!’



What about students? How does misattribution lead to
self-handicapping behaviors in them? How do these in turn
produce stress and learned helplessness?

When the student fails to experience consensus [1], his belief
in causality is shaken. Assuming the student has made an effort
and receives feedback to the contrary, she is faced with
admitting to herself that his ability/effort are inadequate or
inferior. If this situation is repeated often enough the student
may actually come to expect that the situation is out of his
control. This is especially true if the student receives ‘good-’
grades when she knows she hasn’'t made the effort or receives low
grades when she does make the effort. The student’'s perception
between the degree of effort and the ‘good grades’ influences the
attribution process. The ensuing expectation about future ‘good
grades’, as determined by effort, produces a sense of
helplessness which triggers the attributional process. The
perceived degree of control arises when one looks back upon past
behaviors to explain observed consequences. Learned helplessness
occurs when expectations about future outcomes are not seen as
contingent on controllable consequences.

The relationship between expectations for behavior and observed
behaviors changes over time. The ‘dispositional shift’ concept
in attribution processes (Moore et al., 1979) proposes that while
we may initially engage in situational attributions to protect
the 'self’ we do come to perceive, over a brief period of time,
the causes more objectively to the point of admitting, at least

to ourselves, a more prominent dispositional attribution. The
initial reaction is one of self-defense which gradually shifts to
a social defense. The student becomes aware of the error of her
performances and should be willing to have a more honest
interpersonal relation and communication about this performance
after the initial emotional impact has had time to wear off.

There arises a serious question here about the motivational
relevance of self-esteem, self-presentation and social control in
relation to academic achievement. We will explain in Chapter 6
the differences between social and academic expectations that may
interact in the student-—-teacher relationship. Having reserved
this issue for future development and explanation it remains that
we must explain what happens when students are not able to

1. The concordance between what the student expects and actually
observes in his behavior.



establish this interpersonal relation and communication contact
with their teacher.

First, students have learned not to approach the teacher about
this topic. Students are aware that teachers teach for
comprehension and vyet don’'t teach comprehension. 0f course
students do turn to other sources for gathering the information
they so desperately need about what went wrong in their academic
performance. The evidence is that students rely heavily on
subjective responses even at the xpense of ignoring more
abundant and objective information about their performances. It
isn’t unusual for a student seeking ‘advice’' to have fellow
students say: "Well, there’'s vyour problem. With professor
so—and-so you have to write a lot about sex or non—-conformity
etc.” In brief, the student seeking feedback is led to expect
that certain topics and content can camouflage cognitive
inadequacies by stimulating the emotional interests of the
teacher.

Borgida and Nisbett (1977) confirmed that objective, abundant,
and readily available information about courses and teachers was
put aside in favor of retaining subjective feedback obtained from
face-to-face encounters with a few students. The students fall
prey to a second attribution error: ‘false consensus’ -~ the
information is not really representative of a more general
consensus. This means that they tend to think that other
students think as they do and would arrive at the same
conclusions that they do. This might be so as in the cases
befaore a court of law where the affective ' inputs are
intentionally and clearly sorted out from the cognitive ones
[i.e. "the facts and only the facts’' as the expression goes in
the courtsl. However we do use, as we have seen, an affective
input to taint the processing. The affective aspect can’'t be the
same for all of us. It is an error to think that others will
feel similarly as we do about the information to be processed.
S0, a teacher that lets the student’'s appearance taint his view
of the student can’'t understand why another teacher sees beyond
this and sees the student for her ability. But  why would
students want to ignore a more general and objective consensus in
favor of a limited subjective one? For two reasons -~ to confirm
their inclinations and to have someone else on whom to project
the blame when things go wrong.

Ross, Greene and House (1977) asked students to walk around a
college campus wearing the familiar "*Eat at Joe’'s’
sandwich-board", as part of a supposed study on communication.
Students were then asked to report privately on their decision to
volunteer or not. Each person in either of the volunteer or no
volunteer group was asked, again privately, to estimate how many
of their peers they thought had agreed or disagreed to
participate. Each group thought that most [2/3]1 of their peers
had decided as she had.



Students enrolled, or thinking about enrolling, are inclined to
think former students have similar inclinations and
preoccupations about the teacher and the course. At this point
students who are thinking of enrolling make a third attribution
error. They fail to build into their strategy a formative
feedback system that will reveal if the ‘information’ received
from another, former student, is based on associated and
affective attributes I[i.e. ‘opinions ‘] or defining and
perceptual attributes [i.e.'beliefs’']l of the teacher and the
course. That is, students neglect the motivational relevance of
the student providing the feedback and actively extract from
former students their experience of consensus with this teacher
and the course. Such student statements as: ‘0Oh! You have
professor so-and-so. Well all you need to do to get by with her
is ...y’ or ‘“Watch out to not do this or that if you want to get
by in that course,’ are abundant and easy to pick up in student
conversations.

Given that students are inclined to inaccurately assume that
former students are the ‘best’ source of ‘objective’ information
about teachers and courses it remains that these former students
or their information can be used for maintaining
self-presentation when things go wrong.

Newman (1981) has precisely argued for the existence of a
category of attributions, other than the dispositional or
situational, which stresses that in ongoing interpersonal
relations and communications one advantage is to be able to blame
the other for certain events. 8o, student statements like: ‘The
party and the people were just too important for me to miss it!”’
Of course, that very same party, with the very same people,
probably wouldn’'t have such a great rating, if one took into
account how this third source of attribution conveniently reduces
cognitive dissonance between the academic performance that was
expected of the student and what she actually did. Rarely will
one hear students bragging that they stayed alone or didn't do
anything worthwhile. It's usually that ‘someone’ - a sick
friend, an unexpected guest,etc. -~ ‘forced them’ into making
this decision.

When too many people could be aware of this underlying
strategy, the parents and friends are led to believe that some
‘illness’, or other convenient situational event, has befallen
the student. The parents and friends can’'t understand that their
son or daughter, or their friend, failed the course or failed out
of cegep. These sympathizers are working on the assumption that
the student was either doing well, or that she could have done
well at the last minute. Students engage in sel f-defeating
behaviors precisely to draw attention to external pressures that
could be used to explain their imminent failure or abandon in
Cegep. What precisely leads us to suspect this strategy is that
students who have serious problems rarely talk about them to
teachers or inform the administration. How many teachers find



out - oftentimes only too late - that one of the reasons, very
real, for the student’'s poor performance was that she was living
through her parents’ divorce? - death of a parent? -
recuperating from debilitating medical interventions?

I've had three students whose parents were dying, one who was
scheduled to undergo open-heart surgery the last week of the
semester [she didn’'t make it!l, and countless others who 1lived
through divorce, etc.. None ever came by to plead. No messages
from home. No excuses — never even once - nothing! However I
can remember at one mid-term a failing student who came by to
plead that her upcoming engagement to be married had been
cancelled. I asked how she was doing in her other courses. The
reply was that she was passing them. I asked if +the other
teachers had been contacted. She said no and showed no plans to
do so. I asked her why I had been singled out for this news. We
quickly examined the manipulative nature of her ‘problem’ and she
decided that she would abandon.

Yet, I've had my share of pleas for showing leniency, to grade
‘effort’ and ‘intentions’ instead of ability and achievement,
etc. None of the students, or their parents, in this last group
ever revealed just once what they had done and what they planned
to do to ‘catch up’ or remedy their situation. All  the weight
for change is on the teacher’'s shoulders.

When the requirements for performance are too tough students
and parents complain that the teacher ought to be ‘doing
something, such as reducing the work load, to help the student
cope! This 1is the classic picture that led Martin Seligman to
formulate his now famous concept of ‘learned helplessness ‘.
Feople change their attributions not based on any new cognitive
inputs but rather by changing their way of feeling about the

cognitive input. It’'s so much easier and quicker - besides it
leaves all the responsibility for causality and productivity on
someone else. If the courses and teachers aren’'t ‘entertaining-’

enough, or the work assignments too demanding, the student argues
that she is disappointed, discouraged etc. instead of at least
trying to make new efforts. Chapter 5 presents the discussion,
with examples, on how to go about changing this inappropriate
behavior.

Student energy is invested in self-presentation. Students care
very much that others attribute, or would it be more appropriate
to say ‘misattribute’? ’ their performances or lack of
performance on situational and not dispositional
characteristics. The student behaves in a way to control others’
attribution and attributional processes about her. Here are some
less personal and probably very familiar examples of this
process.

The student may stay up all night cramming or go out
conspicuously ‘partying’. In this way the failure can be



attributed to lack of ability or to having engaged in

inappropriate behaviors or both. So, the student who risks
having to admit to herself that his lack of control over his
supposed abilities risks damaging her sel f-esteem and

self-presentation engages in behaviors that she can control.
Conveniently enough this strategy minimizes the student’'s stress
about self-esteem and negates self-presentation attributions that
others could make about her. For example, a student may not be
attending classes regularly, completing quizzes and assignments,
and faces a failure grade. Instead of investing his efforts to
develop a coping strategy to deal with this problem behavior, she
will phone in towards the end of the term to announce that she
must ‘miss out’ on school for relatively long time periods.

0f course the student and the teacher both know that the
student will fail this course. The student puts ont his show in
order to save face. It's the student’'s form of ‘burnout’.

She will probably try to show that she has stopped caring. It
is this affective process, so they would like for us to believe,
that is the basis for their choice not to continue working
towards academic success. The teacher and the student know that
it wasn’'t a choice. And if the student camn put on a good enough
show he or she may actually get the teacher to gquestion her own
beliefs about the student 's performance. As we will show later,
at this point the student’'s relational skills are critical in
manipulating the interpersonal relation and communication with
the teacher.

Finally, we may state, with proof td follow in the following
chapters, that Saint-Lawrence teachers have become conscious of
this student strategy, have learned to encourage students to
regain control over their perceptions and expectations for
productivity, causality and responsibility.

Summary and Conclusions

Whatever learning may be it is agreed that teachers and
students, in processing and organizing information, attach
emotional meanings not only to what but also to how they teach or
learn. When learning fails to occur teachers expect fault with
cognitive aspects, such as notetaking, class preparation etc.
Teachers underestimate the importance that some affective
aspects, such as in the student-teacher relztionship, may have in
understanding the causality and responsibility associated with
educational productivity. The process of assigning meaning and
making sense out of behavior is referred to as attributions.



Ferceptual, cognitive and affective inputs affect the
attributions made in the academic setting. The process of
selective perception refers to the fact that we see and hear what
we want and need to see and hear. This means, in the academic
milieu, that one doesn’t see and hear ones’ attributions about
success, failure or abandons quite the same way as another does.

The differences between attribution and attributional
processes, it is argued, explain why we engage in misattributions
and how they produce self-handicapping behaviors. Stress results
from the attribution process in which one examines how past
behaviors have led to present consequences, while learned
helplessness explains ones’ disbelief that ones’ actions can any
longer influence future outcomes. We then relate how stress and
learned helplessness interact with misattributions. The section
closes by showing how student misattributions vis-a-vis their
stress contribute to self-handicapping academic behaviors.

Chapter one, as the title implies, proposes that attributions
do exist and operate to influence student abandon and failure
behaviors. Students may rely on others’ attributions when more
objective information is readily available. Students who operate
at the perceptual level of information processing do not concern
themselves with the accuracy of the information received. Such
students overemphasize a subjective and relational achievement
style to the expense of a more objective and direct achievement
style. Consequently students confronted with abandons and
failures invest more © time and energies to protect their
self-presentation rather than to deal with the problem of
academic performance. Clearly then there is a sel f-handicapping
misattribution process that operates to explain some abandons and
failures in the academic milieu.

Overview of Report

Chapter One explains the attribution process and its relation
to Cegep student abandons and failures. We begin by presenting
the global characteristics of attribution theory, relate these to
learning, and how self-handicapping behaviors avolve from
misattributions initiated by stress and learned helplessness.
Chapter 2 addresses the question of how student - teacher
impression formation and management owes to the attribution
process. Conditioning theory is presented in Chapter Z to
explain how faulty attributions are acquired and maintained. The
role and limits of “motivating’ Cegep students, in the context of
attribution theory, is developed in Chapter 4.

AR
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Chapter 5 takes a long, hard look at teacher expectations
towards students, student learning abilities and efforts. A
strategy based on ‘metacognitive monitoring’ is suggested instead
of the Special Remedial Services which, it is argued, is not
efficient for dealing with problems in study skills.

The concepts of ‘premature instruction’, ‘validated
instruction’, and ‘formative feedback’' are proposed in Chapter 6
as a new way of looking at an old problem. Chapter 7 presents
and discusses the results we have observed at Saint Lawrence.
Finally, Chapter 8 offers conclusions and recommendations for
implementing a change in a new way of thinking about abandons and
failures.

Led



Chapter 2

THE RELATIONSHIP OF STUDENT-TEACHER EXPECTATIONS TO STUDENT
ABANDON
AND FAILURE BEHAVIORS.

Student-Teacher Impression Formation

How is it that we ‘warm up’ to some people and avoid others?
In more scientific terminology, what operates to determine our
affinity to one person and not to another? We saw in Chapter
One, with the Bruner and Fotter (19&4) results, that we actively
extract information from our environment and compare the incoming
information against the ‘standard’ that is reflected in our
educated guesses, or more accurately our ‘expectations’. We also
affirmed that if persons have difficulty recognizing the stimuli
once it is brought into focus that quite likely something even
less objective when ‘in focus’, such as a person, would be even
more susceptible to greater misattributions.

Eelley (1930), in what is now a classic study on the subject,
has precisely shown this to be operative -~ and within a
student—-teacher framework to boot! A class of college students
was led to believe that their regular instructor had to be
excused that day and replaced by a substitute teacher unknown to
the students. The students were given a brief ‘biographical
sketch’ of the instructor, and asked to evaluate him aftter his
presentation. The biographical sketches were identical except
for the use of one adjective: ‘warm’ and ‘cold’. Students were
asked to complete and rate the instructor once he had left.

Student responses for the ‘warm’ condition clearly described
their instructor with more positive descriptions than those given
the ‘'cold’ biographical sheet. This was so true that it aven
tainted, 356J% versus 32%, participation rates for each group, in
the following discussion. In spite of the presence of the person
to be evaluated and being able to rely on one’s own perceptual
inputs the attributed dispositional traits, ‘cold’ wvs ‘warm’,
affected ratings, as well as interpersonal relations and
comnunications afterwards. The active extraction process in our
relations and communications apparently focuses on ‘central
traits’. What is important to note 1is that this highly
subjective process is influenced by what others tell us about



another person.

This research shows that what students hear or are told about a
teacher greatly influences the attributions made about that
teacher. What would happen if the teacher were to be the source
of feedback about himself? In other words, what would happen if
the teacher confided in his students their experience with
dispositional shift [see page 121 with regards to teaching,
learning etc. Could this not help the student make more
appropriate attributions by sorting through the misattributions
that other students could make about the teacher.

Once again we have to defer this discussion to a later
section. Let us just state for now, with proof by argumentation
to follow, that what needs to be considered is the interaction
between student and teacher needs for affiliation, power and
achievement.
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Teachers and students mutually infer each other ‘s attitudes and
emotions following some set of ‘rules’. How these emotional
evaluations, i.e. attractions, influence students is explained
by Balance Theory and the Reinforcement-Affect Model.

Heider (1938) proposes that in interpersonal relationships we
either negatively or positively evaluate another depending on
whether he thinks, feels or values what we do. In terms of
central traits, this means that one actively seeks, weighs and
evaluates others on the degree to which they hold or should like
to hold those traits that are of primary importance to us.

Reinforcement-Affect (Reiter and DeVellis, 1976) has shown that
we form such negative or positive emotional evaluations of others
on the basis of our perception of the instrumentality of their
actions towards us. For example, someone who doesn’'t make
eye-contact or say a friendly ‘Hello!‘, while passing you for the
first time on any given day, is most likely to be attributed
words, such as "This person is antisocial with me". If this is
persistent behavior we gradually come to associate the place,
time etc. where this behavior occurs and confer upon it some
negative evaluations. We come to expect antisocial behavior from
that person and we quickly learn to recognize it. OFf course by
such time we now simply say "This person is antisocial."

The attribution process in seeking balance, and by mutually

reinforcing each other’'s antisocial behaviors, has produced
attributional processes or expectations. OFf course in Cegep the
question is not social amenities. How this process is used



within the student-teacher relationship is the focus of this
report. Iinstrumentality in the academic milieu are: Formative
feedback: the reinforcers used to elicit student responses; the
contingencies amongst behaviors, consequences and outcomes; the
sequencing, content and objectives of the course; and the
delivery and pace of instruction and the student’'s perception of
his place in that process. All of these have been reported in
the literature as related to academic achievement.

We defer a discussion of these variables to Chapter 1)
‘Cognitive Restructuring of Expectations’. At such time we will
discuss these as the variables to include in the content and
process of feedback teachers need to give to students to change
student perceptions and expectations. The immediate task before
us is to discuss how interpersonal interactions contribute to
achievement styles and misattributions.
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Interpretive sociology, and 1in particul ar the symbolic
interaction persepctive, stress the importance of social
interaction in the social construction of the ‘reality’ of cegep
life.

For interpretive sociologists, people are understood as
acting and interacting on the basis of the meanings
that situations have for them. Such meanings may
become widely shared and unproblematic; thus,
interaction may become highly patterned and predictable
and these patterns may persist over long periods of
time, even over generations. But, it is asserted that
these meanings nevertheless have their origin in
interaction, that they persist only so long as they
remain unproblematic and are maintained, and that they
will change as circumstances change. ...

Interpretive sociologists would be interested not so
much in why but in how students become dropouts, how
they come to be so ‘labelled,’ and how they come to
accept this label and act in terms of it. In other
words, interpretive analysis focuses on the process of
interaction between students and significant others
such as peers, teachers, administrators, and parents
[Rosenberg et al. 1983;: pages 99-601.

How the student attaches meaning to another person is related
to  the situation, the event, and the environment in which the
interaction takes place. The student’s experiences with the
negative emotional label ‘failure’ occurs not only from his



experience with the teacher but in the context of courses, and an
educational institution.

As we have seen from the reinforcement affect model, these
contexts also come to evoke negative emotional meanings. The
consequence, as Wegner and Vallacher (1977) discuss, in context
of evolving an ‘implicit psychology’, is for students to engage

in negative self-talk and attributions. The student’s primary
self-attribution is situational. He will ‘naturally’ look to the
course, the teacher, the pedagogy etc. for explanations about
his academic failure. Then, as the dispositional shift occurs,

students are more willing to question this role in accounting for
their results. As we have stated, at this point the student
turns to others - usually students. We have argued that this
only causes more attributional errors. The teacher, the one
person who is most likely to offer constructive feedback about
his academic non-performance, is being ignored. I+ feedback
about performance is so important to the student how is it that
he avoids getting it from the teacher?

We will recall that we seek to make sense of others behaviors
and to understand our own in order to better control our
environment. This process is called attribution which has
perceptual, cognitive and affective aspects. The
Opponent-Process Theory (Solomon and Corbit, 1974) strongly
suggests that the habit to perceptually and cognitively analy:ze

is done so at the expense of affect. That is, the opponent
process theory may be used to explain why failuwre- (=T
abandon-oriented students come to tolerate or withdraw from their
academic situation. Teacher attributions are based on the

analysis of perceptions about student cognitive behaviors while
student attributions analyze affective aspects of the teacher’'s

invitational and expectation behaviors. Students and teachers
are not working within the same attribution framework - and quite
intentionally so from the student’'s point of view. Ferhaps the

following analogy will help the reader better understand this
rather complex theory.

We can note an opponent-process tendency in some general
cases. How many of us have complained that ‘bankers’ are
"heartless’'. That is, their habit of cognitively analyzing what
they perceive has lessened their affective abilities. Of course
we can understand [perceptual-cognitive processingl that this
need be so, otherwise the funds which they administer would not
reach those for whom they were intended. However, we can also
feel [affective processing of the feelings of the bankersl that
they are no longer stressed by having to make routine decisions
that will affect the lives of those whom they serve. We really
come to wonder if they haven't detached themselves from any
emotional commitment to what they are doing. The answer of
course is that they do very much care - to the paoint of
controlling their perceptual information processing by at least
sorting out information into cognitive or affective categories.



The development of this routine in failure and abandon oriented
students, since they are the ones involved in making attributions
about themselves, has the reverse effect - just as predicted by
the fundamental attribution error. They see themselves as
students—as—-persons who are to be treated as such by the
professor. The students’ perception of the professor’'s lack of
affective involvement with them, when it arises, leads them to
make an unfavorable attribution about the teachers’ interpersonal
relations and communications.

These communications are not about the cognitive aspects. The

student tolerates these and learns to withdraw from that. Just
as we do with the seemingly unemotional banker whose financial
decigsions on our behalf will affect aur lives. These

communications are about the teachers’ invitation and expectation
behaviors. What the student fails to understand is the role that
his own expectations and invitations may have in influencing the
teacher ‘s behavior towards him.

Just as teachers may try to make sense of the student's
cognitive and perceptual behavior the student is trying to make
sense of the teacher’'s affective and interpersonal behavior.
Both are trying to understand the causes of each other’'s
behaviors without, apparently, realizing that they are engaging
in fundamental attribution errors about what it is they are
perceiving. The student thinks he is asking a question: "I don't
understand,” to quote a very popular one made by students. The
teacher addresses the cognitive aspect of the question, in his
reply to the student, and ignores the affective or interpersonal
relations and communications’ aspect of the question. The
teacher ‘s response to the interpersonal aspect is some sort of
misattribution or even possibly a correct attribution. Either
way neither the teacher nor the student will ever know because it
remains an unstated attribution. An  attribution which can
eventually build into an expectation and act as some sort of
standard against which the student will have to measure up. Of
course the student will never know what this standard is because
the teacher is barely conscious of it himsel+f.

The teacher is usally trying to maintain some sort of
respectable self-presentation and actively avoids confrontations
with students. Many teachers would be inclined to say: "I don’t
understand that you don’'t understand?!" But rather than to deal
with this wunderlying issue, the teacher keeps the discussion
focused on the ‘safe’ cognitive aspects of the question. After
all, if the student is not willing to understand the teacher can
always put and end to the conversation.



Student-Teacher Relationships and Attribution Processes
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The concept of an approach and avoidance tendency suggests that
there are characteristics and a process that operate to
differentiate between ‘good’ and ‘poor’ students. We prefer to
refer to students, in accordance with the convention established
in psychology, as high versus low need achievers [nAchl. There
is a wealth of psychology research and discussion on this very
topic . Cursory treatments and succinct summaries, for those
interested, are to be found in any recent general or introductory
psychology textbook. Our immediate interest is to relate the
concepts of student nAch and interpersonal relations between
teachers and students with student styles of achieving.

Let us review, at this point, some fundamental knowledge about
how expectations interact with motivation. Suppose we tried to
motivate student emrolment in Cegep by informing them that each
one has clean rest rooms, fresh drinking waters in fountains,
controlled heating, pleasant and fairly comfortable classroom
environments etc. It won't motivate them. This information may
motivate a student from an underdevelopped country or a ghetto to
go to Cegep but it would not influence a middle class quebecois’
decision to attend college because he expects a cegep to have
these environmental characteristics.

If the student is from some underdeveloped country, ghetto or
some other similar environment, the environment just described
will be positive because it is not reasonable for that student to
expect it. However, if the student were from the Quebec middle
class strata we would get a resounding laugh to this description
as an effort to motivate them. They have come to reasonably
expect this in their educational institutions. It no longer
motivates them.

However, if one were to restructure the environment so that it
would become a very poor one, the student from the poor
environment would still continue to study. The Buebec student
would complain and refuse, quite likely, to even enter the
building. While the same educational institution may motivate
one it may ‘demotivate another’'. The underlining difference is
one on the power of expectations.



This idea is
Expectations”.

Health Science
example,
know it,

presented in
- Teachers expect of students what they expected of
themselves when they were students and
student

who

the teacher

Table

more!
may have a science teacher who, for
wasn 't admitted to Medical School.
but unless
dispositional attributions, that student will

1: "Student-Teacher

Heaven help the

That student doesn't

has come to grips with his own

have to do much

better than what the teacher expected of himself.

Ferception

Student ‘s behavior
is noted because
it is better than
that of others.

Student ‘s behavior
is noted because
it is worse than
that of others.

Cognition

Student ‘s superior
performance is due
to ability % effort.

Student ‘s inferior
performance is due
to a lack of ability
and effort.[Note 11

Affect

Student didn’t
expect warm inter-—
personal relations
and communications
from teacher. If he
gets them its for
the better and if
he doesn’'t then he
can still make it
by his own effort
and ability.

Student expected
warm interpersonal
relations and com-
munications from the
teacher. If he gets
them it won’'t add to
his motivation but if
he doesn’'t get them
it will afffect his
expectations and
reduce his motivation
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students”’
to left we
interpersonal
produce abandon
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perceiving
cognitive characteristics.
notice

and believe
that students

failure behaviors.

Reading
expectations
relations and communications, when not met,
and

to be responding to
Table 1 from right
for teacher
could
We underestimate the

importance of our interpersonal relations and communications with

our students. ' The student cognition is not the equivalent
teacher s
"Student ‘s inferior performance is due

‘Note 17
student's point of

in Table
view,

1, of the

here,

cognition. From a

to external events beyond my control, such as task difficulty and
poor interpersonal perception by the teacher."



The process by which we communicate what we do involves not
only an official and intended message but also involves a 'silent
curriculum’ (Hosford, 1978). Without venturing into this vast
field we may rely on an authoritative study of the issue reported
by Wang and Weisstein (1980), following two National Conferences
on Achievement Motivation with American students. The
conclusion, according to their exhaustive study of the issue that
concerns us here, is that low nAch students are more susceptible
to teacher expectation effects. That is, they are more dependent
on the teacher’'s control over reinforcements, since they have
less control to manage their own learning. It is thus the low
nAch student who is especially sensitive to the cognitive and
affective aspects of teacher expectations. Increasing stimulus
inputs is a typical reaction when one realizes that one is
attending to too little of the stimulus target. This means that
when students say ' I don’'t understand’ and are treated with warm
interpersonal relations and communications, they turn their
attention away from the material and towards the teacher. As we
will show in the section coming up, low nAch students use a
relational achievement style. At this point we can and must make
a difference. But, before stating how and providing an example
we still need several theoretical ‘building blocks. ’

Gergen (1979) suggests that personality is the sum of the roles
we play. Our perception of ourselves and others depends
precisely on the role we are assuming. A central perceptual and
cognitive characteristic of the student-teacher relationship is
status. The teacher is perceived by both persons to have greater
status. What effect does this perception have on the role in
relation to attributions about achievement? The following theory
and research will help us to answer this question.

Jones and Nisbett (1971) report that a difference in focus of
attention and different types of information available to the
actor or the observer can account for the existence of
attribution errors or misattributions. One focuses far better on
the external world than on ones ‘internal’ world. That is we are
better able to observe the behaviors of others than our own
behavior. As an actor we have more information available to us
about the influences of others, the place the context etc. than
would and observer looking at our behavior.

This is quite in keeping with the Schacter—-Singer Theory of
Emotions and especially Bem’'s extension and re—-interpretation of
it in the 1light of attributions. FBEem (1970) suggests that the
internal receptors provide less information than that derived
from our senses that interact with the external environment. He
suggests that we ‘peek’ outside of ourselves to ascertain the
feedback being provided about us as a means of labeling our
emotional experience. Valins in an ingenious experiment provided
the experimental support for this theory.



Valins (19466) led volunteer students to believe that he needed
their cooperation to act as 'judges’ for selecting a series of
semi-nude female pictures that he needed for another experiment.
It was suggested that the best measure was rapidity of heart
beat. Students were asked to allow their heartbeats to be
recorded and amplified through a loudspeaker. That is, some
students were lead to believe that the heart-beat feedback was
theirs when in fact it was a recording of a pre-determined fast
heart rate.

Student ratings for each picture were obtained as the
experiment progressed and then correlated with the heart-rate
feedback. Interestingly enough the students who had been given
inaccurate heart-rate feedback preferred significantly more often
the photographs of semi-nude women which were associated with the
pre—determined ‘fast’' heart beat feedback. Even after several
weeks, in a follow-up, Valins discovered that the students still
expressed a strong desire to keep the pictures, which they were
given for participating in the project, that had been associated
with the misleading feedback.

The status of the experimenter operated to influence
credibility about the bogus accuracy of heart-rate feedback as an
adequate measure of the student’'s rating of the photograph.

Obedience to authority figures is a well documented fact in the
literature of psychology. The interested reader is referred to
the classic studies by Stanley Milgram. We now need to re-focus
our attention on the following question. What effect does the
perception of status have on the role in relation to attributions
about achievement? We have established that the perception of
one’'s role can be, and is influenced, by the perception of the
teacher 's status. We have suggested that feedback provided in
the interpersonal communication may make a difference about
student achievement behavior. '

The student must make a self-presentation to the teacher in
seeking feedback about his performance. In that
self-presentation the student is acknowledging that the teacher
has the power and the competence to provide this feedback. The
student ‘s self-presentation behaviors are rarely discussed. This
is the critical point. Rather than to politely comply with the
student ‘s request, one may use one’'s interpersonal relations and
conmunications skills to make getting this feedback contingent on
performing some desired academic effort.

Fnock on the door."Yes, come in."
"8ir? Could I ask vyou to re-read my answer to gquestion 3 on

the last quiz. I got 0/10 for it." Makes the motion to hand the
sheet over to the teacher.

T
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"I1'11 gladly do so. Ferhaps for the next class if I get the
request for the re-read in before the end of the day."

"Request for a re-read? What's that?"

"Unfortunately I don’'t have the time to correct and consider
re-correcting the student’'s work. So, I ask students to write a
brief paragraph or two to tell me more than a simple 'I don’'t
like my grade’. Usually, if the student takes the trouble to
accompany the request with a re-write of what he now knows the

answer to be, I can manage to give the student some of his grade
back."

The student at this point blurts out: "You mean like explaining
that your quizzes are always strictly timed and this once
everyone seemed to be having problems so you gave us and extra 5
minutes. "

"Yes, I see but I don't quite get the connection.®

"Well, I planned my time and wrote accordingly. When you gave
us that extra time I added some afterthoughts, which I guess
weren 't very helpful."”

"That sounds like something I°l11 have to think about the next
time I plan gquiz:zes. Thanks for telling me about it. Do you
think you now know what the answer should have been?"

"I'll have this re-read request of vyours, with the correct
answer, in youwr hands, within the hour!'"

The student guickly understands that this is not going to be
some guilt finding trip or a flimsy disguise to put them off.
The student has to first motivate himself and then the teacher.
The idea is for the student to understand that ability and effort
explain past, present and future evaluations. If the students
aren’'t satisfied with what they have been doing then the teacher
will help, contingent upon students helping themselves!

Lambeth’'s (1981) conclusion, in an extensive study of this
process variable, supports ouw conclusion.

-« Achievement was represented by an actual component,
the grade, and a perceived component, reported effort
and reported learning. Answers to the following
questions were sought: (1)... (2) relationships
between perceived teacher behaviors and student grades,
reported student learning, reported effort, curriculum
type; and (3) relationships between sets of perceived
teacher behavior: and grades, learning, and effort. it
was concluded that the best single predictor of actual
and perceived achievement was caring: ....and multiple
combinations of teacher behaviors were best predicted



by learning environment, caring, and interpersonal
contact.

The critical question is: How does the student's attributions
about the perceived invitational behaviors of the teacher, or
‘pro social behaviors’, relate to the student's inclination to
solicit and use feedback from that teacher about his learning
ability and effort? Enzle & Schopflocher (1978) have precisely

argued for this behavior using attribution theory. They have
reformulated the question, as follows: "Would helping students
understand their attribution and attribution processes be
helpful?" The answer is: Only if the student perceives the

teacher's dispositions as ‘pro social 'y and only if the feedback,
or instructions made by the teacher about the student, are
facilitative for the student.

Our emphasis on maintaining friendly interpersonal relations
and communications meets the ‘pro social’ requirement to approach
teachers. The emphasis on helping the student to help himsel+ or
herself academically, by showing him how to alter faulty
behaviors, encourages the development of a sense of control and
responsibility which meets the ‘facilitative-’ requirement.

At this point we may pause to reflect on the evidence presented
to link the student-—-teacher relationship to student abandon and
failure behaviors. We have established that the student-teacher
relationship influences, through feedback available to students
about the teacher’'s pro social characteristics, attributions
students make about their achievement style. The ‘“triggering’
mechanism for such student interpretations about teacher pro
social behaviors, it has been suggested, is the cognitive
reactions teachers experience. That is when what teachers
expected of students is not observed or what they observed was
not expected. Furthermore, such differences as are experienced
by teachers about student behaviors is communicated very subtly
in the forms of a silent curriculum.

We now turn ouwr attention to explaining how student attribution
processes about achievement styles, developped by relying on
feedback from teachers, contributes to the development of two
academic achievement styles which influence their abandon and
failure behaviors.

QEEEEQHELQD_EEQEE§§E§A_QEDLEXQMQQEMgﬁxlgé_éﬂg_QQQDQQD_QDQ_Eéllﬁﬁg
Behavior

Communication implies feedback which sometimes leads to
change. Whether it be positive, neutral or negative feedback, in
education it must be formative. Formative feedback implies that



sometimes insufficient or inadequate responses must be stopped.
The first step is to determine if the teacher can or must
intervene upon the student’s behavior since this may connote for
the student ‘fault or wrongness’ in their behavior. I+ the
intervention is one-sided the student will feel more like having
been manipulated rather than motivated by the exchange.

Change is possible when it is based on an interaction between
persons communicating. In such a way the interaction becomes
intrinsically motivating and the communication of ideas
suggestive of change are Htrinsic motives used to enhance
intrinsic motives. Thus, when an interaction is meaningful to
the persons involved, even if the ideas exchanged are trivial, as
in ‘small talk’, the communicators still feel satisfied. So, it
is not just the communication that is important but the contesxt
in which it occurs and the affective perception we have of the
eschange.

Surely we could argue that there are teachers who are already
using warm interpersonal relationships with students who could
and do fail! Also, we need to understand why some students
pro—-actively respond to assignments while others don’'t. That is,
why are some students underprepared? Finally, why don’t
unmotivated students respond when cegeps and teachers are trying
to motivate them? The answer to these questions is in itself
worthy of another chapter. In Chapter 3% the phenomenon of
failure— or abandon-oriented students will require us to examine
"preparead learning", "blocking conditioning", "cognitive
preconditioning” as well as the influence of extrinsic rewards,
such as evaluations, on intrinsic motivation, such as interest,
to answer these questions.

To close this chapter we need to understand how students
develop a 'self-handicapping strategy’ about achievement styles
and how it influences abandon and failure behavior.

Drose and Denneny (1983) summarize a scenario in which a new
executive, with a promising career, but who has always attributed
her success to external causes, undermines her self-confidence
and engages in self-defeating behaviors [getting drunk before a
major presentationl]. They report on two experiments in which an
experimental test of a self-defeating hypothesis was confirmed.
They conclude that "Success or failure per se is not the
overriding factor. Rather, it is the degree of control or
responsibility one feels for the outcome that will determine

future performance.” It is interesting to note that one of the
experiments cited refers to the motive for self-handicapping
behavior. The experimental manipulation begins with SOMme

students experiencing either success or failure in working
problems that do or do not have solutions. When students tried
to work on problems that, unknown to them, proved unresolvable,
they engaged in self-defeating behaviors for the next trial.
However, students that initially experienced success did not do



this. They had no motive for this behavior. In other words, a
student that does poorly on one assignment will have to do poorly
on the other by finding some ‘valid’ external reasons to explain
this lack of performance. The most readily available ‘culprit-’
is the teacher. The teacher is perceived to have all the control
and to make all the decisions, therefore the teacher must assume
all responsibility. How the student manipul ates the
student-teacher relationship is a crucial factor in his strategy
for explaining the self-handicapping behavior of abandoning or
failing a course. The use of this knowledge to short-circuit
such self-handicapping behaviors has 1led to attribution
‘therapy’'. The development and application of attribution
therapy is presented in Chapter 5.

Lipman-Blumenet al. (1980) have clearly stated and documented
the fact that students engage in manipulative interpersonal
relations with professors.

Styles of achieving are characteristic ways Iin which
Individuals approach achievement situations. Cpl1331].

The model proposes two major domains of achieving
styles: direct and relational. A direct achieving
style is used by individuals who confront the
achievement task directly, using their own efforts of
mind and body to accomplish their goal. Individuals
who use direct styles of achieving act as agents on
their own behalf, encountering the task without
recourse to intermediaries. Lp1481]

Relational achievers, in contrast. seelk SUCCess
through the medium of relationships. Individuals who
utilize relational achieving styles establish,

contribute to, depend on, or manipulate relationships
to get what they want.

Direct Achieving sStyles. Within each of these major
achieving styles’ domains, we can distinguish several
subtypes. Within the direct dJdomain, we have specified
four subcategories: intrinsic direct, competitive
direct, power direct, and Instrumental direct.

The iIntrinsic direct style 1is characterized by a

propensity to select, initiate, and/or seek out
activities which permit direct confrontation with ones
environment. «e. (The) task oriented... tend to

evaluate their own performance against standards of
excellence which are largely independent of comparison
with others. ...

The competitive direct style is characterized by a
tendency to select activities which permit evaluation
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of ones own performance against that of others.
Outperforming others or winning over competitors is
central to this style ... (They) often evaluate their
performance in comparison with the accomplishments of
others they define as relevant. (pl49-1501 ...

The power direct style of achieving ordinarily involves
a proclivity to select, initiate, or seek out contexts

which permit control and/or organization of
individuals, things, or situations as a means to task
accomplishment. «Jsdincludes domination and use of
personal control to attain success. v attempt to
exercise close control over all factors impinging on
task accomplishment. For them, almost all tasks
require organization and control. . e (They) get

things done without concern for self-aggrandizement
-« [pl1301

The Instrumental direct achieving style is
characterized by using success as an instrument for
further successes. ...(This type of person) tend(s) to
evaluate achievements for their usefulness in leading
to other accomplishments and to use their
accomplishments as currency for purchasing additional
successes. [pl1S51]1 ...

Relational Achieving styles. Relational achieving
styles, which utilize relationships as the media of
achievement, encompass five sub categories: vicarious
relational, contributory relational, collaborative
relational, reliant relational, and Iinstrumental
relational. (p.1511

The vicarious relational style is characterized by a
tendency to achieve indirectly through identification
with one or more direct achievers, or, in some
instances, even with an institution. . (They) tend
to accept the "other 's" achievement goals rather than
to select their own. . may satisfy their
achievement needs either through a close personal
relationship or simply through identifying with an
achiever worshipped from afar. [pl51] ...

The contributory relational style is characterized by

the tendency to achieve through contributing to
another ‘s success., .o Contributory relational
"types" identify with the direct achiever, while
accepting both the goals and means defined by the
direct achiever. PR the contributory relational
achiever distinguishes the direc’. achiever s

accomplishments from his/her own. -»a (They) contribute
to another 's success without usurping the other ‘s role
or perceiving the task as principally their own. -



[p1S1-23

seecollaborative relational - is characterized by
collaboration among two or more peers. Ideally, all
participants perceive the achievement as their joint

accomplishment. PR (The person) inheres in the
collaborator ‘s preference for a social context for task
accomplishment. -« Lfor examplel an athletic team

...[p152-3]

The reliant relational achieving style’'s most salient
feature is the tendency to seek situations in  which
other individuals (or institutions) carry out the tasks
defined by the reliant achiever. FPFractitioners of the
reliant style set their own goals; however, they expect
those with whom they have established dependent
relationships to take responsibility for fulfilling
these goals. Reliant relational achievers tend to
perceive themselves as requiring help and support to
meet their own goals. Relationships provide the medium
in which the seeds of that help and support may grow.
«». reliant types establish relationships in which
others identify with them. [pl1531 ... unable to cook
and look to their spouses to provide meals. . they
share the characteristic behavior of getting others to
help them reach their own goals. [pl1541]

The inztrumental relational style is a close cousin
both to reliant relational and to instrumental direct

. modes. It is characterized by a propensity to use
relationships as a means to achieving ones own goals.
-«»-5pecifies not only the task, but also the means by
which others will accomplish the instrumental
relational ‘s ends. --.have confidence in their ability
not only to define the goals and the means to SUCCRSS,
but also to manipulate others toward the desired ends.
ana (for examplel lobbyists ...L[p154]

Langlois (1973), doing his Master ‘s Thesis on the general
problem of abandons and failures in a Cegep discovered this
relational achievement strategy even if he didn't identify it as
such. Langlois reported that female nursing students, who
failed, preferred evaluating their performances in terms of their
affective relationships with teachers while those who succeeded

evaluated their performances in terms of their cognitive
relationships [what they had learnedl with teachers. One may
have been tempted to say that such responses were

rationalizations or attempts to resolve cognitive dissonance.
However, as research is now revealing, it appears that low need
achieving students do indzed expect such warm interpersonal
relations with teachers. The abandon and failure problem appears.
to be related to the motivational aspects of expectations. If
this hypothesis is correct then these arguments lead to this



conclusion: Low achieving students are motivated by relational
styles

manipulating the interpersonal relations and communications with

teachers.
focus

and

achievement and saek to avoid disapproval by

High achieving students use a direct achievement style
on seeking approval through meeting the cognitive

expectations of teachers. The following is meant to be an
application of the Direct and Relational Model of Achieving
Styles to students and teachers.

Direct Achieving Styles: Students belonging to this category
have been formerly identified as high need achieveirs. It is
interesting to note that ‘direct achieving style’, when used

in

this context, connotes a student’'s responsibility for

achievement. The teacher is seen as a passive agent.

W*

Instrinsic Direct: The student enrolls in a college, a
course, or with a teacher in the belief that the
material to be acquired will contribute to one’‘s
competency or ‘mastery’ motive. For example, a student
takes several language courses, as options, and works
very hard in acquiring the language because one
believes it is necessary to speak several languages

well in order to be a competent steward or stewardess.

Competitive Direct: The student is not concerned with

the acquisition of knowledge as such but rather with

the social implications of ‘success’. That is, the
student is concerned with his status among peers and
with outside | ‘experts’ or teachers. Respect,

satisfaction and pride do not operate as intrinsic
motives but rather as extrinsic ones since the student
is not concerned with pushing oneself to one’'s natural

limits but rather with the relative pride and
satisfaction of knowing, and having others know, that
one is ‘amongst the best! . We occasionally see the

consequences in Cegep when this has operated in high
school. The student may have come from a very small
high school [e.g. graduating class of 70 students] in
which he experienced this phenomenon. However, as the
student progressed into Cegep competition became more
severe and one soon learns that one’'s skills are not
going to be able to place one in the spotlight. Thus
the student may abandon or allow himself to fail
because of unrealistic expectations. Learned
helplessness sets in quickly and self-presentation
strategies dictates that he behave as though they no
longer want to be amongst the best. This type of
student desparately needs feedback to the fact that the
only healthy competition is with oneself.

Power Direct: Such a student is concerned with the

cognitive and procedural aspects of learning: Good
notetaking, active listening, revising lecture notes,



learning schedules and timetables etc.. In brief, a
lack in student ability is compensated for by good
study habits. The implementation of study skills’
workshops, remedial services, tutoring etc. are
tounded on the belief that a student with average
ability can learn to compensate with good study
skills. The problem is that underprepared and able
students are grouped with the underprepared and
unwilling or unmotivated students. Remedial services,
as we know of them to date, exist to help those who are
in the former and not the latter group. It has been
our contention that at least an important minority of
the ‘underprepared and unmotivated’ choose to appear
this way as a strategy for self-presentation. It is
our assumption, developed and defended throughout this
report, that such students can be helped.

1. Some students realize that the diploma or the final
grade or the score on a test are reflective of their
performance and not of what they learn. Such students
are adaptive and cope with their relative academic
performances. The behavior is adaptive because it is
flexible, not excessive and usually the product of
rational rather than emotional thinking. The
individual calmly tries to weigh the cost/benefit ratio
through a means/end analysis. Such problem solving
behavior is conscious and deliberate, hence ‘coping-’.
Their conversations usually reflect concerns about what
they have or have not learned and the implications this
. may have for their program and career. For these
students abandoning or failing a course means they must
take a pause to analyze the consequences of thisg
particular result on eventual career outcomes.

2. A second type of ‘instrumental direct’ student
believes that the same academic results are a
reflection of what one has learned. They are overly

concerned with the extrinsic and social reactions to
their performance. While these students may cope, it
remains that their behavior is maladaptive. They too
engage in conscious and deliberate problem solving with

a cost/benefit through means/end analysis. The major
difference is that the concern is extrinsic and
non—-academic, hence ‘maladaptive’. Their concerns are

about the impact that these performances will have on
getting the credit for the course, getting a diploma in
the program of their choice, creating a favorable

impression with university or an employer etc. In
brief, they are not concerned with the analysis of
intrinsic aspects of school work li.e.learningl to

career choice but rather with extrinsic aspects of
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school work [i.e. grades, diplomasl to getting the
career of their choice. The student who abandons or
tfails exams and courses in the program of his choice
sees each of these events as a threat to his career.
Typically the student makes an emotional decision to
change programs because he can’'t pass a required course
in the program. It isn't uwnusual that other course
abandons and failures soon follow. The instrumental
direct, with extrinsic motives, often enrolls in an
option course and oftentimes bluntly states that he
isn’t going to work all that much in this course since
it isn’'t part of ‘their program’.

3. The third type of ‘instrumental direct’ student
believes that scholastic results are a reflection on

onesel f. Guite contrary to the ‘intrinsic’ or
‘extrinsic’ types they have very little rational
problem solving behavior. They are defensive and

emotional. They project, displace or repress so often
that teachers often marvel at just how blind one can be
to one’s behavior. Abandoning or failing, according to
these students is symptomatic of the heavy burdens that
others, the school, teachers, parents etc. are placing
on their weary shoulders. They have all they can to
support this emotional strain so that they don‘t have
any energy left for studying. They don‘'t see the

escapism, intellectualization - in brief the gamut of
ego defense mechanisms. For them socializing, pursuing
adolescent gratifications and ‘“finding themselves’

ought to be the substance of cegep. They would rather
discuss without having read and to speak without having
listened. ‘Success’ for these students means ‘getting
by’ with as many ‘stories’ as they can concoct.

Relational Achieving Styles: If one accepts that direct
achieving style refers to students then one should expect
that relational achieving style would implicate teachers.
The domain then stretches beyond only cognitive devel opment

into

affective education. That is, student—-teacher

relationships and interexperiences with mutual expectations
influence cognitive development.

*

Vicarious Relational: The results from the Langlois
study support this type of abandon or failure
behavior. A warm interpersonal relationship with the
professor is perceived as essential for learning.
"Students don't learn from teachers they don't like’
might appear as an appropriate axiom for such
students. Students who abandon or allow themselves to
fail report that there exists a lack of warmth between
the teacher and themselves. What is interesting is
that often the teacher is unaware of this one-way
conflict.



Contributory Relational: The student-teacher
relationship focuses on helping the student acqguire
declarative and procedural knowledge. Such questions
as usually relate to motivation are of concern. These
questions, formulated as ‘recommendations’, have been
placed in a better context at the end of this report.
Students who choose to abandon or allow themselves to
fail often complain that they failed to perceive the
importance of memorizing without understanding. The
values promulgated by the teacher and the course clash
with those of the student. The student often would
realize, if he spoke with the teacher about these
values, that their value is the emotional aspect of a
cognitive and intrinsic motive.

Collaborative Relational: Here the effects of peer
pressure are most evident. The norms of the peer group
and the individual personality conflicts coming to some
sort of final effect in late adolescence interact in
students to make some acutely aware that they shouldn't
look superior to their peers. Thus abandoning and
failure may be an immature response to '‘collaborate’
with ones peers.

Reliant Relational: The key phrase is ‘manipulative
communications’. The student has one objective:
Fassing the course. This may mean using someone else’'s
notes, plagiarism etc. Anything so long as others help
in attaining the goal. The student may also violate
the 'spirit’ of the assignment. So, if the teacher
specified ten typed pages and said nothing about the
margins, then two inch margins all around are used with
10 pitch characters. The student who abandons or fails
can be heard to complain that the teacher wasn’'t clear
about his assignments.

Instrumental Relational: Students who believe that
getting to be ‘chums’ with the prof, having a few beers
with him, inviting the teacher to some of the parties,
in other words making the teacher feel like ‘one of the
gang’ ensures passing. Abandoning or failing a course
is a sign of rejecting that teacher for having violated
the norms of 'his group’. That is, the students are
banking on the fact that a teacher—as—a-friend
increases the importance of subjective evaluations and
decreases objective measurements of student tasks.



Summary and Conclusions

We began this chapter by showing that students and teachers do
form impressions of each other. The way teachers view students
influences how they teach them, and the way students see
themselves and their teachers influences the way they learn.

We then proceeded to show that the perceptual, cognitive and

affective attributions between students and teachers may
influence low versus high achievement. The central variable
appears to be the direction of attributions. Teacher

expectations are that students want to be in Cegep and are able
and willing to make the effort to succeed. Student expectations
about teachers are that there exists direct or relational

achievement style, or some degree between the two. That is, the
student either does or does not expect emotional support from the
teacher in the form of interpersonal relations and

communications. If it is not expected the student’'s academic
achievement will still be determined by the student I[direct
achievement stylel because he perceives himself to be in control
and responsible for learning. If it is expected and received the
relational type achiever will not find it motivating, but rather
something that is sine qua non. I+, on the other hand, the
relational achievement style student does not experience the
emotional support he expected from the teachers, then he feels
‘demotivated’.

The experience opens the door to a host of affective
categorization processes about the teacher. Then, through the
balance theory and the reinforcement—affect model , the student
easily generalizes these negative evaluations to include courses,
the classroom, the cegep etc. We close the chapter by providing
real life examples of how such student achievement styles may be
used to understand abandon and failure behaviors.
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Chapter 3

THE DEVELOFPMENT AND MAINTENANCE OF LEARNING EXPECTATIONS

Motivation: The Power of Expectations

Not only may we use learning principles to help others modify
their thoughts and feelings but we can teach students to modify
their own thoughts, feelings and actions. Such sel f-determined
behavior is an important part of an education.

Student success is dependent on incoming information while
teachers are dependent on information already stored. The
perception of the learning situation is thus at opposites.
Teachers choose to teach in a discipline because of strong
intrinsic and extrinsic motives. Students who enroll in a course
usually have few extrinsic motives beyond "It fits my schedule",
"I need the credit", "It's part of my program", and even lesg
intrinsic ones to help them cope. Students who ask the teacher
tor help usually find she promotes intrinsic motives [“"The
satisfaction that comes with the sense of competency from
knowing", "The self-respect one develops from testing the limits
of what one is able to achieve."l and proposes few extrinsic
motives which has meaning for her ["You'll need to be able to do
this if vyou want to become an engineer!"J. Thus the cognitive
style of teachers in the discipline sometimes impedes the
development of student motives to study. The intrinsic to
extrinsic focus by teachers is opposed to the extrinsic to
intrinsic cognitive style of students.

The affective aspect of the communication is strained because
the student has to admit to the teacher that her level of
intrinsic interest for the discipline is almost non-existent.
This affective categorization is premature on the part of
students. Teactars would do well to recognize the early
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