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ABSTRACT--
Sex4iffererices in children's reactiods to failure

feedback in school situations were investigated bras'gessing the ways
in- which teacherS use negative* evaluation in the classroom. Three.'
aspects of teachers' evaluative feedback were studied: (1) ratio of
negative to.positive feqdtack; (2i contingency vs. ntoccontingency of
feedback;and,(3) .(the major aspect) the particulaeaspects,of
performance upOri whiCh,pegatiVe evaluation was contingent. In 5
fourth and fifth gradeclassrooms, every contingent evaluative_
statemen-ENpade by the teacher was classifrea\accordiig teihe clSss
of behaviors upan.which it was contingent (Coriduqt,
quality-6f academic performan or intellectually irrelevant aspects
of academic performana0. FeeZt&-yas also classified according ,to
the reason for failure (lack of motivation, lack of ability, or other
external factors). Boy6 and glrls-r.lceived virtually the same
yropoitiOns of positive ad negative evaluation for the intellectual
quality of their work. Hollweyer, there were striking pet differences
in the contexts in which negative evaluations were,given.
Implications of these. results were discussed in terms of teachers' ,

eValdations of their students, differences in teachers' attiturdes
towards boys and girls, and set differences in children's own.,
adhieVement expectations and ability assessments. Some suggestions
for consistent uses of negatrve evaluation in the classroom 'are
included. (Author/BM
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Sex diiferences in reactions to failur6 fcedbaci in highly evaluative

.
.

. -a- .. . ,

.

/4'
situations are weil,-documented The evidence shows that under these circumsta

)

girls are morelikely than boyso shoiodisrupte performance, decreased per

o
tince, or'avoidance5n he^task at which they failed (Butterfielt; 1965;,

V. J. Crandall-Illabsen, 1960; Dweck & G*Iliard, in press; Maccoby, 1966.
1 /

Nicholls, 1975; Veroff, 1969 Young & Brown, - 1973). Boya, on the oih'er hand,

*
V ,

often show improved performance, increa d persistence, and approach to tasks

1.

"

I

t

' I

rI

that present a -challenge. Thes disparate reactions have beemlinked,to sex:
w=

differences in attrtbutions'iO failure--girle'dre more likely"than boys to blame

are more likely to blame motivatBbnal or external factors;-
,

4
NiChols; 7.975). 'This differences interestingly enough,

-
,

their abilities and to

Week & Reppucci, 1

'appears to occur only

1975) that with peer

with adult evaluators. We havereenily found (Dweck & Bush,

--;
valuatOks;-it is the boys whose performance is,advekspY

-

affected and who tend to attribuie failure 'to lack of, ability. The question,
. ,

,

!
,,

then, is how-does negative evaluation from adue lts come to have'different meaning
. -

P / 4
and impact for boys and girls? 'ROw do-their'historfes of feedback from-adults

,
- - ,, . i ,

differ so that girls come:t6 Oiew.failure feedback as a condemnation of their

.

abilitiesran boys,do 1160

T:o beg

I

answer these questions we looked at the, ways In which teachers use

negptive evalua on in the classroom. -'It Was assumed that the information valiie

;of negative evaluation for boys and girls would depend on what it was typically
.

., -.... ,
. ..

used to convey -to them. The research of Cairne and others (e.g.,.Cairns, 1970;

,

Eisenberger, 1974; Paris & Cairns,' 1972;:Warten & Cairns, 1972) has clearly
.

....) ..

, .
'1

demonstrated that when feedbaCkis used indiscriiainately and for a Wide Suctrum!"
v. A

.of noninEellectual behaviot
0,
it cote .'i tolose its meaning as an evaluation of the

.,, . t

quality of the child's perforSiance.,, So, for 4smple, if teachers' negative
( \ v J .

, . 1.
,

ton to boysis used for a great many intellectually irielevant,behaviors
,c -

-V
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(paKtieulari intellectually irrelevant aspects,of academidrwor9, it may often

fail to:Convey information aboUt theintellectual quality of t he work- -even when
40; ft

it ia used for this purpose. If teachers' negative evaluation to girls is reserved

spegifically for occasions on which they give an inc orrect espOnse display
. ,

. - .

int llectufgly inadequate performance, then negatives will convey unambiguous.

inf rmation,about .the intellectual quality of theirwork. Therefore, .7e were

interested not onlysin the ratio of negative to positive feedback or in the 47)tin-.

)'
gency versus noncontingency of the feedback, but, more imporidnt, in the particular

Aspects ofiperformance upon which negative evaiation was con6;geni. In five .

r .

*4th .and 5th grade classrooms very evaluative statement made by the teacher that

was categorized as contingent was furthr classified.accolitding to the class of

44v>,J,befiavd.ois upon which. it Wits contingents': either (a)\conduct, (b) the intellectual
.

quality of acadeinic Oe rformance(etg., correctness CT response), or lc) intel-
/

.

. .

.,.Tectually iiro event aspects of academic performance--the form as opposed to the
/ 0

.:. . . , .

.vontent,(e.g. neatness, instruction-following, and the like).. It was further
0 . N, . 4c

assumed that the meaning of negative evaluation for the chiy.would,also be ,...a.
4 /-

. affeceed by the attributions teachers provided'to "explain" the' intellectual

failure's. "Therefore,.vhenever possii;III, feedback was-"classified as conveytni an
.

. - . . .

attribution ofjailure to lack of motivation, laCk of ability, or.to some

external factor. . , .

. ,..., ,
. .

Boys and iirls received virtually the same proportionkof positive and
. , .

.

negative evaluation for the intellectual, quality of their w;rk\Bp§11:, 62.87.
)J: .

. .1'1

positive, 24.7%, negative, 12.3% no feedback; 13irrd: 60.47. positive,. 24.47.

. , .

negative, 15.17. no feedback). However, there were striking differences'in the way
.

.
, .

negatives in genexal-were used for them--and therefore in the context in which
.,--.

e

. -.. ,
.

the.feedback about the correctness.of,their anawers was embedded. , For boys, only
.

,
.

one-third-of:the total negative evaluations they received were, at all.related to
NV.

t

1
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tht intelle a1 quality of their work. All the rest referred to conduct or
A

A.

intellectually irrelevant'aspects of acad5mic performance. In contrast,
, I

over two - thirds of the negative evaluation was specifically addressed to

.
0

correctness or quality of .their products. "-

4

3. ,y

for. girls,
1

the .,

.

- . -
. .

. '

It could-be argued that boys can ddscriminate between feedback for conduct .."

1 . r

and feedback fot work, so that although condUct criticism away convey information
,

about the teieher''s attitude, it night not disrupt the information value of the

feedback for academic work. ftwever, even looking only at feedback for academic
% .1.

work' (omitting feedback for conduct), still a surprisingly large proportion of the
, . k. .

, .

neg ative evaluation for boys referred not to the correctness of their responses,
- . .

.

t

` '''''' but,to nonintelleitual aspedts of performance: ever 407. of thg.criticism directed'

at boys' work had nothing.to do c7ith its'inttectual qality. Indeed, in many
.

,,,00

nothing .to

instances such feedback followpd acorrea answer. For girls, almost afl ofothe
..- .-----...

negative evaluation referred.airectly to the incorrectness of their answers or the

,.. ,
. . i .4).

,
. ,

ipitellectual inadequacies of their 'work. Moreover: teachers explicitly attributed

intelledtual failures to lack of motivation six times as ofterifor'boys than fSr
. 06

. $
girls.' It Might also be mentioned that fOr positive evaluations, 947. were contiici

gent on the intellectual quality of the work for boys, but only:797 for g rls.
AL

4.1.

Thus for boys. positives may be more valid assessments of their competence than they

are for girls. This pattern of results was obtained in evgry classroom. Further-

more, it was general across boys and girls within the classrooms and whs not t

A

accointsd,fpr by a small subset,of children.-

These finings suggest that the indiscriminate use of negative evaluation for

boys may wa ke it ambiguous and somewhat invalid as an assessment of` heir it l -a

lectual performan It most often provides information lbout the propriety of

their conduct or
t.
intellectually irrelevant aspects of their

,
work and may convey

more about the teacher's attitude than about the child's own behavior or abilities.

I O,1) O '5
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c..,p would not
be surprising if this Led to a marked decline'both in the effective-

ess of the negative evaluations the teacher delivers and lin her valence for the

4

child: Past research does,, in 4pt, indicate that
hpys perceive less positive

.. .

A*K-

a

.

.

feeling toward them on the part of teachers (Davidson & Lang, 1960) and that the

1 .
.. if

. t

'bot in turn, lesslositive attitudes toward sphool and their teacher

(B rkt Rose, & Stuart,

is.construedby the boys adrepresenting a reasonable astessitent of the quality, of

..
i 46

their work, they are then like* to attribute their fail ure toalack of motiVation,

.
,

,,

.
.

which does imply a strategy for attaining
..

success (Dweck, 1975;
.

Dweck & Reppucci,

. .>:,

*Ii - -
,f

1973; 1-972;'1974).
..

Weiner,
.

4

.

14
..

The way. negative evaluation is used ,for girls, ,on the other hand, make, it a
,

..,

f 4

1970; Neal & Proshek, 1967). However, when the feedback
1 Iv

valid for.assessing the intellebtuaVquality of their work but may often

.convey an explanation of a pisiaken or unhelpful nature--lack of ability. Unlike

4

KL,

boys, they are assumed to be exerting maximal.4.effort, the. eacher is
generally

" . . 1
. . /

posigye toward them and uses negatives discriminatingly.
While- this may lead to

changes in petfdrmance, research rongly suggests that these ch ange4 Mai not'be

adapM.ve.in nature (6Weck, 1975; Winer, 1972). The girl mar lower her estimation
.

.of herabilities .(See V. C. CrariL11, 1969) and cease to persist despite her
. ...

actual 4bility re) attain success.

Thep observed patterna.of feedback and the'attrikuVons they appear to

, , V
.

t,
.

,

erico e provide a good
% fit with tfie sex differences we see over

,

and over again

.
1

,

.

, J ,

in aChieviment situations. with adult evaluators.
Mo4Ver,' these finding may

.

.
4 1 .

7
( *

help to explain some ot4he more 'puzzling sex diffetentes in achievement-related

. ' .

.
. J

.

1 .

behavior. For example, Crandall (1969) pr sghts a :great deal ofevidence that

girlp consistently underestimate their el* es for success relative to what their

past performance would warrant. Boys 'on t e other hand, overestimate the

...

* probability of future success relattve to their past accomplis

I) 6

nts: Crandall's

, -

. 4
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data also sAgest that when feedback from the_euvironment is inconsistent; girls':

.

.\

key on the negative.aspects and boys on the positive aspects of trio feedback. It

+

.. ,

.,

4

4

is plausible to assude that when kNchild is asked to make a prediction about

4.- 4

future outcomes..(be it grades or performance on an experimental

, .

task), the Child -

will key,on
pas.toutcomes that he' views as relevant to evaluating his ability. The " -

4 \
present, results4suggest

that past failure
feedback for boys may not be relevant 0

\ . 1

their assessment of their
abilities.(sipce they can blame their effort-or-the agent),

.
\ . .

* 4P,
.

.

while east successes have conveyed important information about theit competence.

, ,

,- --..- .
,

-

. Theiefore inf.computtng their` chances for successin th4.futurei .theboys are likely

lAeigh past successes more heavily than-past failures. For girls, however, past

. I
,

+failure feedback has provided information abou

likely to exert
considerable influence on -their prediction sffutdre outcomes.

it abilities and i therefore

. even when boys and girls experience
milat,bistories 'of suedes and failurefeed-

back for intellectual performance, the
eaning of these evaluations'has differed

and

, the impact On future behavior fail?,., differ as well.

In addition,the
present findings may have impottarit

implications for sex
,

tifferencds in academic achieviMent. We know that although girls outperform boyd-

.

in grade schoof, boys g
ainvthe'advantage later on. While other factors, suth as,

, V
4'

sex-role pressures,
certain ly Contribute to this rem.eysal, the meaning of negative

4 e,

evaluation for the two sexes may also pray a role. Specifically, the different

.

interpretations that girls and boys siZte.for failure feedbaCk.are likely 4o promote
,

different patteinsof
generalization,to,new situations.

Girls' attributiOns of,

.:(

failure to lack of ability on a task or in an academic area imply that

4y,

prented with a similar task in the future, the same attribution will be appli-
.

cable.

'school,

however,

s.

Ta the extent'that girls encounter similar andNlic subjepts throughout
..." -

earlier condemnatitns of their ability remain'televa nt. For.the boys,

\
. '.. f .4

1
.... C.,

although blaming the
teacher's attitude or bias

4

may impair/motivation and

...ft.-

\

. A
WIN

:0

\
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. I

periformance in the immediate situation, by blaming ;he evaluating agent; he can.

his his belief in his ability to succeed. Therefore when the agent changes,

as when he, is promoted to the next grade or attends a new school, he may confront
. f .

:;,...,the situation with renewed effort. Thus Airls' attributions of failure to lagk of
. .

ability may discourage continued "testing" qf'the environment in future grades- -

both becauA similar asks may thediate generalization of former attributi ons atAL.)
beouse concluding that one licks ability despite rengied effort ts not the kind ofr .

.

information one might continually seek. 'Boys; attributions of failure to the
4

4'' #

agent,a On the other hand, may encourage testing of the environment when the agent

changes. It is far less 'threatening to conclude something negative about a new

agenfothan it is to confirm something negative about one's, abilities.-

t.
Itt a.wav,"it is ironic thl'the adverse effects of negative evaluation on

t

ga1s1.petioftance stem, not fr812any discriminatory practices in, the usual sense,
. ,

but really from the more favorable treatment they receive- -widespread use of
n`.

'positives and discriminating use of negatives. Needless to say, this does not

,., r
r
/

imply that teachers should engage'in the wholesale use of -c'icism for:all

children sothat criticism will become less meaningful and g rls will not blame

. i
their, abilities. Nor is itisuggested that teachers allow boys' disruptive or

4

`inappropriate behavior to go unnoticed for the sake of preserying the information
. C ,

.
/

value of negative evaluation. Instehcr, in order'to maximize the probability of,a

) .
- (1.',Av . ,

poSitive change in performance, negative eValuation/in the clasroom should:
-

1. Provide explicit information abcut the quality or.correctness of the

response with 'little ambiguity as to the referent of the feedback;

2. Provide, implicitly 'or explicitly, an explanation ofthe failure, indicating

how the fdilure can be overcome, for example, by svggesting strategies that

.

are appropriate for 'reaching the,correct solution.

To the extent, then, that feedback is ambiguous in its meaning for the child or

provides no alternative mode Of responding, it is unlikely to bring about desirable

changes in.performanctband may, in fact,bresult in quite the opposite.

.) 11 0 I) 8:
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