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Abstract

This study exemined the attribution patterns

of two different cultural groups. A total

of 132 Japanese-American and 63 Anglo-American
university students were administered the
Mathematics Attribution Scale, and achievement
motivation, anxiety, and self-esteem measures.
Differences were found between the attributions
of the two groups. As predicted, attributions
for success in algebra and achievement motivation
appeared for both Japanese- and Anglo-Ar rican

students.
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INTRODUCTION

The importance of attributions in the determination
of human motivation has previously been delinea;ed
(Weiner, 1980; Weiner, Frieze, Xukla, Reed, Rest, &
Rosenbaum, 1971). These authors have provided major
contributions to attribution theory. Their discussions
of the relationships between attributions and achieve-
ment motivation, expectancy of success and confidence
have laid the foundation for recent investigafions
into these areas. One of the major reasons for the
interest of educational researchers in attribution
theory is the supposed effects of causal ascriptions
on the strivings of students. Attribution theory suggests
that attributions of succc:ss to one's effort tend to
increase achievement motivation since effort is per-
ceived as internal and under volitional control. If this
is so, attributions of success to one's eirort should
be correlated with achievement motivation. Since
ability is often perceived as internal and not under
volitional control, it would not be expected to be
related to achievement directly. External factors
such as luck, the environment, and the context of the

event would not be expected to influence attributions
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as external factors are usually considered uncontrollable.
Weiner (1980) proposed a three-dimensional taxonomy

of attributional patterns: locus (inte.nal/external),

stability (stable/unstable), and controllability

(controllable/uncontrollable). Many of the behavioral

consequences of these attribtuions were described by

Weiner (1980). Following Weiner's theoretical framework,

Powers, Douglas, Cool, and Gose (1985) found that

the attribution for success in algebra tc one's

effort was, indeed, correlated .42 with achievement

motivation among 110 high ability high school students.

They also reported a negative correlation of -.22 for

the relationship of the attribution of failure in

algebra to the lact of effort with achievement motivation.

Because these authors were using a select grcup of

highly motivated students, 1t was questioned if the

correlations they found would actually be greater

in a sample with greater variability in the range of

achievement motivation. It was noteworthy that Powers

et al. did not find significant correlations between

other areas of attributions (to ability, to the task.,

to the environment) with achievement motivation.

The purpose of thies study was to examine the dif-
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ferences of the attributions of Japanese-American and

Anglo-American university students, and to examine the

relationships of attributions with achievement motivation,

anxiety, and self-esteem. It was expected that attri-
butions for school success and failure with achievement
motivation would be correlated as was found by Powers
et al. (1985). Indeed, this would be expected using

the framework of attribution theory. Since achievement
motivation is often found to be related to self-esteem,
it was expected that attributions would also be

correlated with self-esteem.
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METHOD

Subjects

The subjects were 132 Japanese-American (30 men,
102 women) and 63 Anglo-American (15 men, 48 women)
students enrolled in the University of Hawaii in 1984.
The mean age ~f the students was 24.8 years (SD = 6.5)

with a range from 16 to 50.

Instruments

The Mathematics Attribution Scale: Algebra (MAS)
(Fennema, Wolleat, & Pedro, 1979) was designed to assess
high school students' attributions of school achieve-
ment in algebra to their effort, their ability, the
task and the environment. The 32-item scale consists
of four 4-item subsrcales which assess the attributions
of success in algebra to ability, efrfort, the ease of
the task, and a conducive environament. The other four

4-item subscales assess the attributions of failure in

algebra to lack of ability, lack of effort, the difficulty

of the task, and a poor environment. When attributing
success to the task, the task would be defined as

the easy content of the class, or the easy mathematics
oroblems. When attributions of failure were to the task,

the task would be an uninteresting task, the difficult

-3
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material, or the difficult word problems. In adaition

to the task subscales, the environment subscales should

be described. The environment scales referred to environ-
ment which included "forces beyond the ~ontrol of the in-
dividual, yet not related to the task" (Fennema et al.

p. 4). The Attribution of success to the environment would
include such items as the teacher taught well, or the
teachgr made the class interesting, or that one's

group of students was helpful. The attributions for

lack of success to the environment included such items

as the teacher did not tezach properly, or one's group

of students did not pay attention.

Each statement on the scale was rated from 1
(Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree). The relia-
bilities of the subscales were reported by Powers, Douglas,
and Choroszy (1984) to be (1) the attributions of
success to ability .84, to effort .80, to the task
.30, and to the environment .50, and (2) the attribution
of failure to ability .73, to effort .66, to the task
.54, and to the environment .48.

The Achievement Motivation Scale was adapted
from Myers' (1965) Achievement Motivation Scale. It was

designed to assess the degree to which an individual
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was trying to succeed in school. This six-item scale
concerned striving for, disposition toward, or interest
in class assignments or grades. The 5-point respo.se
format ranged from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 Strongly
Agree). The Rcsenberg (1965) Self-Esteem Scale is a
well-known 10-item self-esteem scale designed to measure
the self-acceptance aspect of self-esteem. The scale

was slightly modified for this study by using a 5-point
scale from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree).
Silbert and Tippett (1965, reported validity coefficients
for the scale ranging from .56 to .86 with several

similar measures. The Anxiety Scale was adapted from
Taylor's (1953) Manifest Anxiety Scale. This 6-item scale
concerns one's worry, lack of happiness, or lack of
confidence about general topics such as other individuals,
and trouble. Ratings on each item were on a scale from

1 (strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree). Powers,
Jouglas, Cool, and Gose (1985) reported the reliabilities
of the Achievement Motivation Scales to be .61, of the
Self Esteem Scale to be .85, and of the Anxiety Scale

to be .84.

Procedure

The scales were administered in 1984 to small
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groups of incoming students in education at the
University of Hawaii. Participants were not informed

about the purpose of the study, and they were promised

anonymity.

10
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Attributions for success in algebra were found
to be significantly correlated with achievement motivation
for Japanese-American (r = .33) and for Anglo-American
(r = .31) students. Attributions for success to one's
effort were also positively correlated witn self-esteem
for Japanese-Americans and for Anglo-Americans (rs = .27
and .40 respectively). Significant negative correlations
were found for the attributions of success to the ease
of the educational task with self-esteem of Japanese-
American (r = -.20) and of Anglo-Americans(r = -.31). It
appeared that in both groups, those who attributed their
success to their effort tended to be higher in achieve-
mert motivation and self-esteem. Further, the negative
correlation suggests that those who attribute their
success to the ease of the task tended to be lower in

self-esteem in both groups. Refer to Table 1.

Insert Table 1 about here

The attribution of failure in a'gebra to a poor
educational environment was negatively correlated with

achievement motivation for Japanese-American and

11
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Anglo-American students (rs = -.28 and -.35 respectively) .
and to self-esteem (rs = -.28 and -.35 respectively).
These findings, consistent in both groups, indicate

that those who attribute their failure to a poor educa-
tional environment tend to be lower in achievement
motivation and self-esteem. The greatest difference
between correlations obtained from the Japanese-American
and Anglo-American samples, occurred where the attribu-
tion for success in algebra to one's ab’lity was
significantly correlated for Japanese-Americans (r = .20,
p < .05) and not ccrrelated for Anglo-Americans (r = -.18),
z = 2.47, p € .0l4. It appears that Japanese-American
students who have higher achievement motivat.ion also

tend to attribute their success to their ability

whereas, no such positive correlation appears for the
Anglo-American stucdents. In fact, the Anglo-American
correlation suggests the possibility of an underlying
negative correlation in the population.

The intercorrelaction of achievement motivation,
anxiety, and self-esteem within groups yield some
interesting results. For Japanese-American and Anglo-
American students, achievement motivation was not
correlated with anxiety (rs = .02 and -.19); but achieve-

ment motivation was correlated with self-esteem (g = ,25,

12
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P .01) for the Japanese-American students. The
correlation between the sam. two measures for the
Anglo-American students (r = .19) was not significant.
Self-esteem had a substantial cr :relation of -.50
(p < .001) with anxiety for Japanese-American students,
and another substantial correlation of -.64 (p € .001)
with anxiety for Anglo-American students. These
substantive negative correlations appearing in both
croups strongly supported the contention that students
with higher self-esteem tend to have less anxiety and
vice versa.

The attributions of success and failure in algebra
for Japanese-American and Anglo-American university
was compared. As Table 2 shows, Japanese-American
students attributed their success in algebra more to
educational environment than did the Arnglo-American
students t(193) = 2.39, p € .018. They also attributed
their success to the ease of the task more than did
the Anglo-American students t(193) = 3.93, ¢ <.00l.
Both environment and task are external causes. It
should ke noted that both groups did nnt differ in their

attributions to internal causes such as ability and effort.
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Inser+ Table 2 about here

The attributions of Japuanese-Am=rican students and
Anglo-American students of their failure in algebra
differed with respect to lack of ability and poor
educational environment. Japanese-American students
indicated more of an ascription of causes of failure
to lack of ability than did the Anglo-American students
£(193) = 2.48, p € .05. Japanese-American students
also attributed their failure in algebra more to
poor ecucational environment than did Anglo-American
students t(193) = 3.81, p € .001. These differences
in attributional patterns could be categorized as relating
to uncontrollakle factors (ability and environment).

Jaranese- ican and Anglo-American students
appeared to «. . . in their achievement motivation,
anxiety, and self-esteem.Anglo-American students reported
higher achievement motivation, t(193) = 3.46, and higher
self-esteem, t(193) = 4,01, than the Japanese-American
students. 0On the other hand, Japanese-American students

reported a greater anxiety than did the Anglo-American
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students t(193) = 4.81, p ¢ .001.

These findings should be useful to university
counselors, administrators and researchers. When
failure is attributed to lack of ability, and it is
found to be inappropriate, counseling can be designed
to redirect that and other inappropriate attributions.
If success is attribued to external causes, those
ascriptions can be redirected to more internal causes.
Japanese-American students were found to have lower
achievement motivation and higher anxiety than the
Anglo-American students. These differences could be
further investigated to determine if, in fact, these
differences appezar to affect the groups adversely.
Generally, this study has found, that different cultural
group differ in their attributions and in the correlates
of attributions. These findings raise questions about
the cross-cultural invariance of attribu-ions for

school success and failure.

15
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Table 1
Cor -° tions of Attribution with Achievement Motivation,

Anxiety, and Self-Esteem

Self-
AchMot Anxiety Esteenm
Scale J A J A J A
Success
*
Ability .20 .18 -.02 .12 .02 -.06
k% * x*% % k%
Effort .33 .31 -.06 -.16 .27 .40
Environment .04 .19 .06 .09 -.08 .09
*
Task .06 -.09 .15 .18 -.20" -.31
Failure
k% *
Ability .02 -.02 .28 .10 -.21 -.13
* %
Effort -.23 -.16 -.01 -.13 -.07 .18
* x% * % * %%k * %
Environment -.20 -.34 .27 .14 -.28 -.35
* kX * %
Task -.01 -.26 .29 .06 -.22 -.14

Note. J = Japanese-American students, A = Anglo-American

students.

*p .05, "Tp ¢o1. MYp ¢ool.

18
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Table 2 ) |
Mean Attributions, Achievement Motivation, Anxiety, and

Self-Esteem of Japanese-American and Ango-American University

Students
Japanese Anglo
scale N ) H $ ot
Success
Ability 12.48  2.76 12.52  3.07 .09
Effort 16.35  1.95 16.91  2.05 1.86
Environment 16.19 1.76 15.58 1.46 2.39*
Task 13.78  2.16 12.46  2.33 3.93""
Failure
Ability 12.64  2.53 11.66  2.77 2.48"
Effort 13.77  3.20 13.49  3.85 .54
Environment 10.67  2.44 9.29  2.21 3.81"*"
Task 13.70  2.21 13.38  2.34 .92
20,79  2.73 22.25  2.86  3.46%%*
17.19  3.71 14.41  3.93 4.81*""
40.17  4.67 43.14  s5.21 4.01"*"

x % * %

b . 05. p <OLl. "o Cool.
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