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S\cia.l Cognition in the Classroom
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ABSTRACT

Social cognition is 3 new and growing branch of social
ssychology. We raview selected aspects of this field, concentrating
upon perceptual salience, causal attributions, and indirect ability
communications, indicating their pertinence to the educational
process. The topics discussed‘range widely and.include mainstreaming,
the perceived causes of success and fa;lure, aself—concep: and self-
esteem, expeccancy of success, achievement-related emotions, .perceived
control and helplessness, de:emi.nanés of evalua.:ion, praise, blame,

helping, and other-directed pity and anger.




- The ongoing i£te;change between psycholqgists and educators has” 
producedgmuch of value for the understanding of the learﬁing process.

The present effort has been under;akgn to add to this interchange by
outlining a relatively n»w field in psychology; namely, social cognition:
and preéenci;g Some of the findings from this discipline thgt are
pertinent to the classroom. Because.chis awakening field is so diverse;
;he entirety of theory and data that ;re relevant to the educational
Qr;cess cannot'be'édvered. _Instead, we have chosen to focus on self~

and ocher-percepgion in Eﬁe classroom, selectively drawing on the ' e

pertinent literatures C?at address these areas. First, however, a brief

introduction to social cognition is in order.

. What is Social'Coggicion

Y

Social cognition differs from some other fields within psychology

because- of its emphasis or cognitive processes. Whilejother areas
. .

might specify reinforcement principles or motivational processes as
determinants of behavior, practitioners of social cognitiom argue that
much‘of our behavior can be underscaod by comprehensioq~oé how the world
is cognitively represented: our impressionms, inferences, and causal )
attributions. In some cases, this emphasis may lead to predictionms

. opposite to those generated by other approaches. For example, while :i-.
Aoperant conditioning advocates maintain that praise is an effecci\;e
educational tool, social cogﬁicion theorists p%ppoin: circumstances in

which praise actually can undermine learning. These will be discussed in

14
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a lafer section of this paper. For the most part, though, social coghf:ion

simpiy stresses differentvprinciples of behavior t.an do other subdivisions
within psychology. This-emphasis leads, among other things, to a fuller
consideration of how teacher and pupil both form and alter constructioms

» of the to-<be-learned material, each other, and the educational context

e a ? ’

in which learning occurs. Does the student see the educational
environment as one in which she <an perform freely or does she feel

constricted and restrained by prior conceptions others have of her? Does

o

she believe that the teacher likes her and believes that she is‘smart,
or does she think that the teacher considers her stupid and ummotivated?

. Does the teacher have fixed expectations about the child or about how

-

successfully the child will learn a given type of.material? These are

the kinds of qﬁistions that characterize a social cognitive approach to

education. » e .
¥

As already’ihtimated, social cognicion i3 concerned with how people

@

interpret and comstruct their gocial environment. Rather chanvpassively
obsgrving what goes on around us, we extract meaning from behavior, make
attributions for events that have occured, infer characteristics of people
associated with those events and, more generally, comstruct social reaiiCy.
In some cases, the f&cus is on one's own behavior, trying to understﬁnd .
the motives fof our own actions. For example, a teacher may be concerned
with why he became so ang;y when a student merely was whispering to
another student in class. In other cases, the focus is on the behavior of

others. A teacher may wonder, for example, why a particular student

failed on a task and attempt to infer if the cihild had a temporary lapse

A

¥




in actentiom or whether the child is low in ability. - . .
Social cognition is concerned with all aspects Bf these inference

processes. So;e work has examined the characteristics of the social
emvirooment thar initially guide atrention and determine the cues that
are used to form imptessions:a We know, for example, that more.atrention
is paidhco individuals who are'undsual in appearance (as the physically
handicapped) and that more excremg“impressions are formed about these’
individuals (Langer, Taylor, Fiske, & Chanowitz, 1976). A related linme
of work conc;rns what cues are used to reach infeiencef}and how
ccncradiccdry'cuégréémbined. for éxample, it aﬁpears
that negacive informacion abouc another person influences one's impressions
more than positive information about that same individual (Fiske, 1980)

- Other research has focused on the perceiver's preconcgp:ions, such as

stereotypes and other cognitive schemes that guide':he collection and .

the re:en:ion of information. : For exampie, people remkmbe: information

that 1is consiscenc with their stereotypes (e.g., the scawardess was
pretty) better than informa:ion that is not scereo:ype consis:en: (e g,
the stewa:dess wore glasses) (Hamilton & Rose, 1980). And yet another

line of iavestigation explores the contenf of inferences, such as

)

asériptions of é&usality, self-perception, ar the perception of others, and

examines how these thoughts influenca action (see Weiner, 1980a).
Fundamental to the field of social éognition is the assumptiom that

indivi#uals search for stabilities in che emnvironment (Heider, 1958).

We are best able to prgdict and perhaps égﬁcrol what goes om around us if

we can identify lawful relationships and imvariants that explain our
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own and other people's behavior across a variety of situatioms. Coneider,.
for example, the havoc that would result in teaching if the classroom
were changed every day, children were addeé or deleted from the daily
roster, and :eaching_ma:erialS'Ve;e randomly introduced into the
“curriculum. ‘To the stabilities that are previded by situational constancies
i3 added :herfurther conscaney of our own psychological structures. Over
time, through observaeions and the processing of relevaat information, -
we note }eguiaricies that provide a basis for eur stable percep:ions and
inferences. This includes inferences that we have made about ourselves
(such as our teaching abilicy) and :hose we have made about o:hers.
The Problem of Bias | o~

Humans are adept at processing a weal:h/of information to reach ¢

conclusions about themselves and thelir social emviromment. Cognitive

; social psychologists have addréssed themselves to the motivatiomal:

-

structures and the cogni%ive chﬁacisies that are involved in making sense
of the social world (e.g., Kelley, 1967)./ But, at the same time, it

“has been contended that the cognicive/d// nds made upon us often are

Fhat
- excessive anqﬂpercepcions of ourselves, as well as of others, are not
always veridical or invagreemen: with social comsensus ( - Ross,

1997). Furthermore, there are motivational.or egocentric biases that may
interfere w?ch accu:a:e'percepcions of oneself end others (Weary, 1978).

. Regearchers have been especially drawn to the study of sucp'infer7pcial
errors. ~

In many cases, errors are caused by the failure to observe accurately

or to be aware of all the fac:ogslihac produce a behavior (Taylor & Fiske, 1978).

=i
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Errors in social judgment also may be caused by the tendency to make
inferences about others relatively quickly, without considering sufficient
infome:ion (TverSkj' & Rahneman, 1974). 'uOf.!:en insufficient deliberation
is necessary because we muSt interact with a person immediately or make

decisions about him or her before all the relevant data are known.

. L For example, a

, :eecher may need to designate children for special cu:oring early in the

. _‘school year, before there has been sufficient opporcunicy to observe them

cerefully in class. Hence, a child may be designated for long-term
special help when, in fact, the child's learning difficulcies. are -
cporary and stem from an impending marital break—up. In other
circumstances, errors in judgment are not cied to a particular child's
"'behavior, but rather are more general biases that influence the perception
of others, such as the tendency to perceive others as less (or more) ‘
capable or lcnovledgea’ble» than they are ('as {llustrated when car ﬁnechanics
speak to naiverautomobile owners or when computer specialisi:s address
fledgling users). But even when on:i‘has a great deal of .information, ideal
judgments are not. always made. To wade chrough the mass of available
information quickly, shorftcuts and heuristics are used that. are likely to
be blased in particular ways (Tversky & Kahnem.en, 1974). A

A well-researched bias often i3 exhibited when we interpret the actions
qf others, for their behavior usually is a!:tributed to enduring personalicy

dispositions, rather than to the impact -of the {mmediate situation (Jones

& Nisbett, 1971; Roas, 1977). A systematic influence on tedchers'

- a
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. behaviors thereforeis likely to be the tendency to locate responsibility

_for a child's cc‘f'lons.wichin the child, and Eur:her, to assume that this

cause is relatively stable. Because we seek to identify regularities,
many temporary buc“gowerful situational influences‘:hac‘aﬁfect an
individual's behavior may be overlooked. )

Thus far only the inferences that teachers make about childrens'
behaviors have been considered.' But just as the teacher ccns:rues meaning
from the child's behavior, so the child conscrues‘yeaning from :he behavior
of the teacher. Although both the teacher and the chiid can be extracting
meaning from the objectively idemtical s.icuécion, the behavior may be
in:erpre:ed very differen:ly by zach. For example, a :eacner may a;;eef
to ignore one child knowing that special help is not needed On thes |
baeis of the lack of attentiod; the child may infer that the teacher does .
not like him. Or, a teacher may give a child extira k}elp, kn&w_ing that
this child performs well with ac:encion. But the pupil may then infer
that the teacher thinks she is not very bright and cannot perform :he:
task alone. Because behavior often is ambiguous and subjeccufo multipie
inﬁerprececions, miscammunicacions_are likely to be common.

Sac;el cognition, then, is the active cons:ruccion of social reality.
It concerns inferences that we make about ourselves and others, how those
inferences are Eormed, and how .they are perpetuated. It is a process
engaged in by children and adults, and it is marked ny accuracy as well as

by jome flagrant biases and errors. The errors in judgments have generated.

special attenmtion.

W'y
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Salience and Mainsfreaming

<

Lec us now turn from these. very abscract and general descrip:ions

-

to a very specific issue — mainstreaming, and examine applica:ions from
principles of social cognition that add new dimensions to this problemn.
Recen: federal legislation, has mandated that children who were

historicallv educaced in special classes, children such as the handicapped

and the educable mentally re:arded, now be "mainstreamed! into the
standard educational experience. While there are economic advantages and

educational justificatioms for this law, some basic findings in the area

o

of social cognicion suggest that mainstreaming will create special “

problems for both the newly-integrated children and their CeacherS. -

o

A widely—researched phenomenon that is direccly relevant to the issu%
3

of mainstreaming concerns how people form impressions of distinctive
“‘

others (McAxthur, 1981; Taylor & Fiske, 1978). Impression formatiun is

- greatly influenced by what has been termed "salience. It has been found

that when one individual in ‘a group appears differen: from the others
around him of(her, that individual attracts disproportionate attection; he’
or she is evaluated in extreme terms; his or her behavior stands out and is
recalled more easily; and he of she is subject to stereotyping (Taylor &
Fiske, 1975, 1978). |

' An example -of chese findings cha: bears impofEn: similarity to the
"mainstreaming situation concerns studies of solo or "token" status. In

these investigations (e.g., Taylor, Fiske, Close, Anderson, & Rudeiman,

'1980; Taylor, Fiske, Etcoff, & Ruderman, 1978), subjects observe an




intéractingksmall group in which one or more individuals in the group
are different from the other group members, e.g., a minority black in a o ~

predominantly white group, a minority female in a primaril& male work

group, or a minority male in a predominantly female work groﬁp. The

' responses of- the, observer-subjects are then compared with gpesponses of

gubjecﬁs whq observe chg‘séme ;ctivities péfformed in'a gro&b characterized
by equal:numbgrs ofbblagks and whités or males and females. There are
striking perceptual aifferanées as a result of :hesg disparate group
compositions. The minority nembers are attended to. more than the oﬁher @
group members and their behaviors are better recalled. They are thought
to haye talked more and tb have had more impact on the group activitiQS' .
than is actually the case. When cheir»behavior is pdsitive (e.g;,
succegsful, friendiy, outgoing), evaluation is very favorable. But when
Eheir behavior is negative %e.g., failure, compla;ning), evaluafion is
ext:eﬁeLy'négative. Solo status, then, is a double-edged sword: with
) .

positive dutcomes, there are unexpectedly favorable evaluations; with
negative outcomes, one is rejected more forcefﬁlly than if one had not
been in the spotlight. | .

Perhaps the most striking result of these studies is that "solo"
individuals are disproportionately seen as playing out special roles, such
as group cotledian or deviant, in the group. It is as if perceivegs assume
thqt a distinctive looking person mus£ be distinctive in behavior as well.

%

Virtually any physical characteristic that distinguishes an individual from

2

\ochers, such as gender (Taylor et al., 19785 or a physical handicap (Langer;
R

1
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“with. the handicapped child, or by virtue of their behavicr. Given a

Fi . (4]

L

. Taylor, Fiske, & Chanowitz, 1976) can set these, dynamics into operatiot.

~ Now let us examine how these principles might afﬁect the mainstreamed

child. To our knowledge, the dynamics of salience have not yet been

examined”with childrén. BHowever, the processes underlying salience effects

are present in children and thereéfore the existence of salience effects

o

seems quite likely !n this populaﬂ%&

Newly-mainstreamed children are in a disadvantaged positign from
the outset. The classroom situation i{s new; they are now with children to

whom they may previously have\felt inferior; prior educational experiences .
. \ ) ) )
may not have been at as high a\level as for other children and/or the
9 - .

mainstreamed children may not be as bright as the other children in the
¢lass. In sort, for a wealth of reasons the situation is ripe for :

initial failure. . o ) N
What, then, are the additional’ coasequences of being salient in the
¥
mainstreaming situation. On the basis of the previously. described studies

"

of salience, one can expect that, the mainstreamed child's behavior will be

™

noticed more. This may be exacerbated by the "fact Ch;\\ieiii children may

~

" receive disproportionate atrention by virtue, f _appeagance, as is the case

constellation of failure and salience, what is recalled about the child s ﬁ‘

behavior 1s idikely to be biased in an unfavorable way. This 1s additionally

Ne
. P . . - .
likely becaifse people better remember information that fits their. o \{
~stereotypic preconcaptions (Snyder & Swann, 1978). Peers are subject to the . )
same misperchtions that may plague the teacher. A child who appears . " ' ‘{fﬁte

different from;others will attract peer group attention. Peers may perceive

‘

’

}

R
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+he the mosmstreamend elald

Abehavio A 3S "different”" whether or not this is true, or perceive

the behavisr as more unusual than it really is.

* The discussion of salience has been confined to the issue of
mainstreaming, but che,ﬁnplications.are more far-reaching. In any new
situation of integration, which in essemcé describes the mainstreaming
movement, the dynaﬁics of sali?ncem can be set into oper\a\cion. Langi%g%-
minority children in English-speaking classrooms, racial:&§nority chiidref
in ;tgerwise homogeneous classrooms; and misority female chlldren in classes 2 .

3
that are heavily male (as might be the case in optiomal math instruction

programs) may suffer from the same proBlems of disproportionate attention,

e

extreme evaiuation, and b;ased recall that are likely to be experienced by
the handicapped or the educable mentally retarded in the stan@ard classroon.

In addition, children's self-concepts are in good part'determined by the

characteristics which they perceive as not shared by otﬁerg (McGuire &

‘Padawer-Singer, 1973). Hence, self-perception is also directly affected ©

S

when differences bgtween children are-ﬁade salient.
Tha preceeding argument i{s not intended as a psychological indictment
of mainstreaming in particuiar or of iﬁ?egration more generally. Rather,
what we want to point cut is that mainstreaming or integration give rise
to a set of often unnoticed consequences.that are anticipated and to some

extent explained by cognitive social psychologists.
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.Causal Inference

Mainstreaming in a method rather than a problem — a method of
dealing with a particular set of children with a particular set of
difficulties. Of course, many other problems exist in the classroom
:hé:‘have#;ot (and ﬁerhaﬁs cannot) be addressed at the policy level.

' #e /e.,...,'..,.
Among these classroom obstacleqhare low ‘academic self-esteem and a host
of correlates such as low expectancy of succesgzrigck of task
peréistence. - - .. . While these descriptors are linQ;d
to specific students, they also are associated with groups or classes pf"
pupils. For'example, females have lower expectancy for success in the
éiagéfsogﬂéhﬁh do males, iﬁws;ite ofrhaQingrhiéhe; grade point averages
(Crandall, 1969). 1In addition, they are uﬁderrepresented in higher math
classes (see Pedro et ai., 1981). These barriers to learning have been’
- examined by cognitive social psychologists primafily identified\with the
study of causal-attriﬁhtion.

Caus;l attributions concern why an event has occurred. For example,
one might ask: "Why have I failed the math test?" or "Why is my son doing
so poorly in school?" or "Why won't Jane gc to the dance with me?" Within
the broad area of caus;l infergnce, the theory and research most relevant
éo thé-field of education comcerns the perceived causes of success and
failure, or what are known as achievement-related attributions. In this
section of the paper we examige chevperceived causes of achievgment outcomes,

the antecedents that influence causal Jjudgments, and some of the

- “consequences of attributional beliefs.




The Perceived Causes of Success and Failure , . ‘ -

In achiévement-related contexts such as the classroonm, athletic fields,
and occupational settings, success and failure chically are ascribed to
abiliry, sowe aspect of motivation, help or hindrance fromvo:hers,
physiological factors such.as mcod, matu;icy, and health, the difficulty or

ease of the task, and luck. That is, in attempting to explain a prior

“ .
success or failure either pertdning to oneself or another, individual’g

. )
might estimate their own or the performer’s 1ég31 of ability, the amount of

effort expenditure, the magnicude and direction of luck and so forth.

_ This_causal-search-is-not -equally-evident-in- alkdsituacions—-Unexpected--¥~~wm~«~~——~
failure especially gives rise to a desire for understanding, while explanation

~{g rarely-sought given an expected success (Wong & Weiner, 1981). Because -

effective coping depends on-locating the cause(s) of failure, attributicns '
serve an adaptive purpose, helping individuals to function efiect;vély‘in
an ambiguous world.
Caugal Dimensions ; )
Inasmuch as the potential list of causes is considerable wichin any
domain, and because specific causes differ between, say, athletic and
classroom success, it is essential to create a classification scheme or a
taxonomy of causes. In so doing, the underlying properties of causes are
ascertained and their similarities and differences é;n be determined.
The causes of success and failure have been subsumed within a three-
dimensional taxonomy (see Weiner, 1979, 1980a). .One dimension is the

internal-external description of causes most agsociated with the well-known

field of locus of control (Rotter, 1966). This dimension has been captured
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with various qtheralabels, such as person-enviromment, disposition-situation,
origin-pawn, or intrinsic-extrinsic motivation. Ability, effort, and mood,
for example, are properties intermal to the personm, whereas characteristics
of the task, teacher Eiaé, and luck are extermal or environmental causes;

A second‘dimension‘of‘causali:y characterizes causes on a stable (invariant)
'vérsus unstable (changing) continuum. Math or musical aptitqﬂe, for example,
are perceived as relatively fixed, while causes such as luck, effsrt, and
mood are more unstable - luck'implies random va;}ability, effort may be
augmented or\decreased from one episode to :he néxt, and mood‘typically is

 conceived as a témporary state. Finally, a third dimension of causality has
been called controllability. Some causes, pérticularly effort, are pe:ceived
as subject to personal influence; one'is held responsible for their presence

h‘w*;""’““"‘Ef"isééﬁéET*‘Thus;~i£—£i§iy:ewispg:ggixgé‘gg_égg_to a lack of effort, then
"4t could have been otherwise." Personality characteristics such as
patience or long-term pood also are often perceived by others as controllable.
-~ On the other ﬁand, causes such as aptitude or luck are not seen as subject -
to volitional influence.

(lauses therefore are classifiable within one of eight groupings (2 levels
of locus X 2 levels of stability X 2 levels of controllability). Aptitude,
for example, is considerea an internmal, stable, and uncontrollable é#use.

That is, failure at math because of the perception of low mae?ematical apti;ude
would be considered a characteristic of the f#iling individual that will

remain constant in time and over which that student has little control. Effort

expenditure would be clagsified as intermal, unstable, and controllable;

) - ' &
°
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mild ;llness is igternal, unstable, and uncon:rolla@le; luck is considere&
external, unstable; and uncontrollgble; and so forth. Of course, the
placement of a cause within a dimension is not necessarily imvariant over
time or between people. For example, rather than being an external cause,
luck can be considered an attribute of a person ("He is lucky") Given
the focus of this paper, wha: is impor:an: is that locus, for example,
is perceived as a basic property of causes.

Note that locus and con%rol are classified as different dimensions'in
this scheme. ’rh:Ls contrasts with t:he concept of locus of control, which

‘is currencly quite popular among educators. An attribution for failure

’"Eé"iEEE"SE”EEEE"EiiiEﬁEé”19“1n:érnal to the pupil,~but aptitude is not

controllable. Hence, the concept of locus of céntrol confounds two
separate dimensions of perceived causality. Psychologists in social
cognition have pointedvout this confbunding by examining the wide array
of causal fadiors that might influeg;e ;he perqeived determinants of i
success and failure.
Givén a list of causes and a preliminary taxonomy, tl‘{e research in
. this area proceeded in two directions: backwards to the information,

o

processes, and structures that influence causal décisions, and forward to
CERIETUtrnr oy,
the - A - of causal judgments on a variety of psychological precessers..

(see Relley & Michela, 1980).
Antecedent Conditions
How do students "know" whether they failed because of a lack of ability,
because they did not study hard enough, or because they usedhthé wrong
strategy when they did study? In a similar manner, what leads a teacher to
conclude that the poor perform;nce of the students was due to theif laziness,

as opposed to poor lectures about the course material? A number of antecedent

cues and structures have been identified that influence causal inferencesn




A Statistical Model

The ackhowledged»foun&{of accfibucion theory, Fritz Heider (1958),
claimed that people operate like quasi-scientists when drawing causal
inferences. According to Heider, the main determinant of perceived
causality is covariation: if an effecc frequently follows a particular
condicion, then that condicion is held responsible for the effect.

Relley (1967) syscemacized the manner in which individuals might use
covariation principles to determine causali:y.‘ Assume, for example, that
a pupil succeeds at a math test. One question the teacher migﬁc raise 1is

_..whether the. success.uas _due_to high ability or to the ease of th@ cask.

Most simply stated, Kelley reasons that the responsible factor is de:g;mined

by examihing the covariation of the effect with the performance of this

student on prior tests and the performance of others on this test. \If this
person always succeeds on math tests, while others have.failed éhis test,
then it is iikely that the current success will be ascribed to high ability.
On the other hand, if the pupil consistently failed tests prior to the |

current success, while all others also succeeded on this test, then the presenc

success will be attributed to the ease of the task.

@

A more general implication of these principles is that, to learn about

oneself or others, the expressed behavior must not be in accord with social
* norms or role demands (see Jones & Davis, 1965). For example, we cénnéc |

logically conclude that an individual is quiet from an observation that the

person is quiet when in the library. On the other hand, an inference that a

o

person is noisy may be reached if the person repeatedly talks in the library.




Biases. The statistical model reviewed above was guided by the assumption

that iﬁdiyiduals are rational, gathering information in an unbiased manner

@

and then synthesizing this evidence to reach a sound conclusion. However,
as might be anticipated from the discussion of mainstreaming, there are
y sources of bias in the attribution process. One source of bias already

alluded to is the tendency to attribute the behavior of others to
~
personality characteristics rather than to situational factors. Another

cause of bias is that attributions may serve a defensive or ego-enhancing

function (Weary, 1978). There does appear to be a tendency to take more

credit for sggcggg than personal blame for failure. This is known as the
"hedonic bias. Under some circumstances, for example, teachers may take
more credit for the increasing performance of students than blame for
decrements .in student performance over time (Beclman, 1970) Finally,

there is suggestive -evidence that there are individual differences in~

causal preferences that influence attributional decision making. For example,
some data indicate that individuals high in achievement'neéds ascribe success
to effort and failure to a lack of‘efforg‘(Kukla, 1972). The perception of'
an effort-ocutcome covariation has funé;ional éignificance in that it would
tend to increase work-related efforts.\ Conversely, individuals low in *
abhieyemegt needs may tend to ascribe tﬁeir failures‘gb a lack of abilit&.

fhe adverse behavioral consequences of attributing failure to low ability
i
are discussed in the next section of :his{paper. -

Perhaps the most active literature re;?ced to attributional biasing

in the achievement domain concerns gender differences. Evidence (vet equivocal)

has been gathered that females, to a greater"gxtenc than males, attribute

\ \

A
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success to external factors such a§ luck and task ease while ascrib{ng failure
to la; ability (e.g., Deaux & Farris, 1977). -This.co;ld be one determinant
of their relatively low expectancy of academic success,
This poin will be elaborated in the subsequent section
of this ﬁager. |
Self-concept maintenance. Both the statistical models and the possibility of
causal biasing point out why it may prove difficult teo chaﬁge the low self-
concept of academic sbility that plagues soma students. If the student has
2 history of past failure, then there will b2 a tendency to accriﬂuce any
‘current failure to oneself (low abiiity) and success to temporary or external
facﬁorS'(gogd luck, task ease). These "logical" inferences, in addition to
any extant bias to assume blame for failure; will maintain a low-ability
self-concepr (Valle & Frieze;'1976).‘nu‘ | - )
Causal Conségﬁencés

The question we turm to next is: "What. are the psychological consequences
of causal ascriptions?" That is, what difference might it make if a pupil
ascribes his or her failure to lack of ability as opposed to lack of gffort;
or if a teacher acttributes the success of a pupil to good luck rather than
to high ability? And how might these causal inferences relate to the syndrome
of low self-eg;eém, low success expectancy, lack of':ask persistence, and
underachievement that Qas introduced at Ehe beginning of this section of the
paper? To answer these questions, we more fully examine the three causal
diqensions of stabilicy,clocuS, and con:rol;ability, for each‘ﬁimension is
linked wich.specific psychological conéequences that are pertinent to the

failure syndrome just described. ‘ .




Causal Stability and Expectancy of Success

‘admissions officer is confronted with the same evidence of a long-term pattern

Consider the following sceneriot A student with a mediocre grade point
average appea,s to be admitted into graduate school. She says that her "
grades were not high because she had financial problems, requiring her to
work, ac5*2£; also had to spend time caring for her injured mother. Now,

howevar, she has {nherited a small sum of money and her mother is recovered.

She therefore contends that she will do well in graduate school. The

of less than outstanding performance. But the grades are ascribed to some
pe:sonality characteristic, such as moderate ability or"lack of a "work I
ethic.” .(Note-that this patterm illustrates the'tendency of actors to
ascribe causality to Situational factors, while observers attribute outcomes
to more stable, ,personalicy characteristice). It is therefore decided not to
admit the student into graduate school. .

"

The general rule illustrated in this scenario is as follows. If one

-anticipates that conditions producing an outcome will remain unchanged

(attribution to a stable factor), then the prior outcome - wiil be

foreseen again. But if conditions are perceived as changeable (attribution
to an unstable cause), then there is some doubt whether a prior success or
failure will be repeated. Thus, for exampie{ failure ascribed to low ability
or to the_difficulty of a task (stable factors) decreases the expectancy of
future goal attaimment more thanm does failure that is ascribed ro bad luck or
to tempo illness (unstable factors). In a similar manner, success

ascribed to\\b d luck results in lesser increments in the subjective expectancy

.t
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of future success at that task than does success ascribed to high ability or
to the ease of the task (Weiner, Niesenberg, & Goldstein, 1976).

It has already been indicated that some individuals or groups bias
ability ascriptions. For eiample, females are somewhat more likely than
males to ascribe math failure to low ability, and are less likely to ascribe
succegs at math to high ability (see Pedro et al., 1981). Hence,

- females should have a lower expectancy of success at math than males; inasmuch
as ability is perceiued as relatively constant; This, in tutn,_is likely
to inhibit their emrollment in‘uath‘courses and perhaps impede 'their

3

T I perfornancsn£seomParsone,“l981)._wew_m_“w e
Causal Locus and Affective Reactions \
‘Like causal stabiliry, locus of causality has important psychological
. _ consequences for achievement strivings. The locus of causality is a kay =
determinant of affective reactions to achievement outcomes. Pride and
positive self-esteem are experienced as a consequence of attributing a

positive outcome to the self, while negative self-esteem is experienced'

o S épen a negative outcome is ascgibed to the self. This appears to be the case
o PR 7. N . ‘
- whether the perceived cause is controllable (e.g., effort) or uncontrollable
(e.g., aptitude).  To paraphrase Kant, everyone can enjoy a good meal, but

ouly the cook can experience pride; pride and personal‘esteem are self-
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reflective emotions. One therefore does not experience pride in success when

. réceiving an "A" from a teacher who gives only that grade, for the cause of

\\\success is external to the pupil. Omn the other hand, an "A" from a teacher

k ;.
who gives few h-n grades should generate much positive self-related affect

(see Weiner, Russell, & Lerman, 1978, 1979). In this instance, the success

dye P S

i3 likely to be perceived-asAsome personal cnaracteristic(s), such as

“high ability and/or unusual effort expenditure. If, as Atkinson (1966) has

contended, achievement strivings are instigated by the anticipation of pride

in accomplishnent, then conditions must be established that foster self-

.

attributions for success, Oune might wonder, for exampre; if programmed
learning could dampen pride in accomplishment because success is attributed
to a "'good" program, rather than to a good" learner.

Sources of affect in achievement contexts. Cértainly the question of how

to motivate children in the classroom and combat underachievement cannot

-

be separated from the question of the emotions that one experiences during

schooling. !et very 1ittle is known about affects in the classrqog. The

.
@ L

affects exierienced in achievement settings are not confined to those

- related to self-esteem. Happiness and frustration, future hopes and fears,

*anger and gratitude -— these are just some of the emotions that might be

-

Jlexperienced in achievement contexts. Evidence from: attributional investigations

Hag'suggested that there are (at least) three sources of affect in

%

classroom -settings (see Weiner, Russell, & Lerman, 1978, 1979): 1) the

 outcome; 2) the particular attribution for the outcome; and 3) the undarlying

e

causal properties of the attribution. Success and failure generate what _
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have been called dutcome dependent affects. Affects such as happiness and

™

pleasure given»cucceSs‘and displeasune and frustration for'failure are ..

Y,

:ﬁ‘ﬂ“

typically experienced regardless of the reason for the positive and negative
outcomes. The perceive( specific canse of the outcome is kinked to more
distinctive emotional reactions For example, given failure because of lack
of effort, guilt ofter is experienced *failure due .to hindrance from others
gives rise to anger;'and,so forth. Finally,-there are,affects, such as those
related to self-esteem, that are associated with causal dimensions. In
oddition to the locus-esteem relation, affects such as hopelessness,
helplessness, apathy, and resignat on are reported when failure is ascribed
to ¢table causes. These affects apparently are elicited when it is believed

that the furure will remain as undesirable as the past and are linked

with poor coping. .

In sum, given failure in school, a pupil might progress through the

following_cognition-emotion scenario that directly relates to schoolaadjustment:

"I just received a D" om the exam. That 1s a very low grade. (This
generates feelings of oeing frustrated and upset ') I received this
grade because I have little ability. (This 1is’ followed by feelings of
incompetence.) There is really something lacking in me, which I .
prohebly will always‘lack. (This 1is ensued by low self-esteem and

hopeleseﬁess.)" v . o _ e

o Perceived control is an




a

extremely important determinant of how we respond to'others. When the

b

behavior of others is perceived as subject to their own personal control

o

then those individuals are considered responsible for their actions; that

is,*they are ablejto-reapond. This belief about others has a variety of

g 1

consequences in educational contexts. Most importantly, the allocations

of rewards and punishments are to a great extent determined . by perceived

effert expenditure. Praise is maximized when a positive outcome is

ascribed to high effore, whereas blane 1s augmented when a‘negative outcome

ig attributed te low effort (see, for example, Weiner & Kukla, 1970)

“E‘urthermore,fan individual low in ability, high in effort, and succes<xful '
is especially-rewarded (consider the handicapped child doing well in school),
whereas a high ability-low effort-failing student is especially punished

(consider your reaction toward a bright student failing because of a lack

of effor§ There is a correspondence between achievement ‘and moral

-

evaluation == One ought" to try ‘hard, and perceived effort expenditure guides

- evaluation.

/

In addition to evaluation, ‘helping behavior is in part determined by
the perceived,underlying reason of the need for aid. 1f that reason is o
perceived as controllable (i.e., the person in need is tnought to be
responsible for his or her plight), then a dominant affective reaction is
anger and aid tends to:be withheld. On the other hand, if the cause 1s

_perceived as uncontrollable, thern a dominant affective response is pity

[

and help tends to be given. In support of this contention, it has been




. by the belief that achievement strivings are inhibited by the tendency

~

/- ,~. ' ! ' ) .
/ﬁocumented for example, that if a studeat needs to borrow: the class notes P

i

because he went ‘to the beach," then other students are much less likely »

to lend the fotes than if that ‘student is in need because ‘of an eye v

.

problem (Weiner, 1980b). Problems in the classroom that disrup¢ the teacher,

such as defiance or atténtion—getting, typically are perceived_as under

'

volitional control of. the student and result in punishment. On the other

hand, problens that create difficulties only for the student, such as

shyness, are perceived as not controllable-by the student and ‘elicit help

e -
from the teacher (Brophy & Rohrkemper, 1981). ' 2
Achievement change programs o R ‘ oo T
- © success

R

The Canepts of causal stabilicy, perceived controllability, and expectancy ofa

¢
-

have guided a number of)intervention programs attempting to algter

achievement strivings. Researchers in the area are gemerally infiuenced

to ascribe failure to low ability. On the other hand, there is. general
consensus that lack of sufficient effort expenditure frequently is the -
mogt adaptive attribution for failure. Hence, achievemenc change programs ‘ .

based om attributional principles often attempt to change low ability

attributions for faiture to lack of effort ascriptions (although aT’
consideration of the realism of these attributions must not be totally

-

o

disregardedl)

In addition to altering beliefs ‘about. the amount of effort expenditure,
|

programs have attempted to induce participants to ascribe failure to poor

.strategies, or to less than optimum use of their effort {Anderson & Jenning°

¢

N
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accainmen; of personal. goals. This convinctiqn might range from

-
)

i : o -
1980). Like intensity of effort, work strategies (the directional component

of :ry);te unstable and are under volitiomal comtrol. Still other change

Jl: uf 13 Fleol

programs introduces . first-year college level students to the
fact chat 'grades are ungtable, f.or college grades increase as oné passes from

lower-division to ‘upper-division courses (Wilson & Lin  ville, in press).

All the programs share the common theme of attemping to induce unstable

Fok
ascriptions A failure .

. A oumber of investigations, with participsnts ranging from college

students (e.g., Andrews & Debus, 1978) to ret:ardaces (e.g., Zoeller, 1974) £

have demonstrated the efficacy of attributional change programs “Ascription

of failure-to a lack of effore, poor strategles, or even to an ungtable

school grading policy, as opposed to lack of ability, resulc in greater

L
persistence in the face of failure and better performance at the task. . |

kK

vCﬁange grgggams and "learned helplessmess." Effort not only is an

unstable‘ cause, but it also is v._xnder‘ volitional control. Therefore,
attribu:ions to a lack of effort or to poor work strategies indicate to the

recipient of this information that there is something one can do, i.e., one

(=]

can have an impact on the environment and is responsible for his or her fate.:

~

In recent years the concept of-"learned helpessn\ess" (Seligman, 1975)
has been used to capture \this experiential state and has shed light upon
P

a variety. of maladaptive thoughts and behaviors chat dccur as a consequence

of a "helplessness" belief system. Learned helplessness more specifically &

rerers co the belief that - instrumencal behaviors are inerfective in the

.
. . . « .
v
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circumscribed attitudes such as "My contribution in class does not count"

t6 more far-reaching and significant thoughts such as "There is nothing i

I can do to change my life," The more general peroeptions of lack of
control haye been related.to a variety of.problems including depression
(Abransonf Seligman, & Teasdale, 1978), loneliness (Peplau, Russell, &
Heim: 1979), and achievement failure (Dweck, 1975). This belief also has
' ,been*shown~to be an impediment in the overcoming of problems associated
with physical illness (Pennebaker, Burnam, Schaeffer, & Harper, 1977)- and
aging (Langer & Rodings 1976). A number of prograns altering perceptions of
control have been designed (e.g., Dweck, 1975; Langer & Rodin, ;976);’
These programs respeotivelyqprovided feedback that failure was controllabie,
or gave the participants tasks which involved personal responsibility. Y

Hence, the programs are potentially nsefnl for any population in'which the

4bility to exert comtrol has been reduced by, for example, institutional

constraints, or for individuals in vhom the ability to exért control is-

\

perceived as having been thwarted.h

Summary

Low self-esteem, low expectancy of success, lack of task persistence,

and underachievement all ate amenable to attributional analyses provided

-

by cognitive social psychologists. Low self-esteem is ome’ consequence of

accepting blame for failure and not taking persbnal credit for success (the

©

locus dimension of causality), low expectancy .of success is_a consequence
!

of ascriﬁing failure to stable causes and. success to unstable caudes (the

: stability dimension of causality); and both self-perceptions and anticipations

¥

of the future influence task persistence and achievement. Furthermore, how
the‘teacher reacts to- these behaviors, and how one copes with failure, is

‘in part determined by-the perceived controllability of the outcome.

-
-
bl
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On Communicating Low Ability: Some Bad -Things that Good Teachers Do
What might a teacher do given a child described by the failure syndrome

of -lowself-esteem, law expectancy of success, gi‘ing up in the face of

failure, and underachievement? Common sense suggests a few behaviors that

teachers do engége in, such as providing frequeat praise; withholding criticism,

2

. 'r%?ﬁa“‘ih:’rwl -




26

and offering sympathy and hélp (see Brophy, 1981). Ye:qcognicive social
psychologists point out that this set of reactions might be inappropriate
and further exacerbate the low achievement cycle. To understand why this

‘. -~

might be the case, we must,turn to attributions regarding abilicy.

Ability Ascriptions

One of the most important attributions that we make about ourselves
and aSOu: others .concerns perceived abflicy level and the causal role of
ability in producing success or failure. Ability is a central ascription
because i; often 1s pefceived as internal, stable, and uncontrollable.
Hence, it assumes th§ same characteristics as what is meant by aptitude.
Because ability is an internal cause, an attribution for failure to low
ability decreases self-esteenm; because ability is perceived as a stable

cause,. an attribution for failure to low ability implies that future

success is_not likely; and becauge ability is thought to be uncontrollable,

it logicaliy follows chag there is nothing one can do to improve. Thesev
connotations are consistent with the growing literature documenting chaﬁ
self-perception of low ability and self-statements such as "I cannot" havé
severely de}ilitating consequences (Bandura, 1977; Meyer,.1976).
A number of antecedents of ability sélf-pérceptians have been identified,

success history and social norms. In classroom contexts

ion g;avided P? others, particglarly che ceééher, is likely to be
an important determinant of self-ascriptions for success and failure. Surely
 being publicly designated by':he teacher as ''the worst, pupil in class” will

. ' vuh‘h‘/\f te be
ampening a;cributional'inforgacion ‘ isncbmmnnica;ed with

)

vlawer-one‘sfestimate of his or her own ability.

 Este

&
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such directness. A teacher will rarely (if ever) say'to a pupil:"You are
dumb." 1In a similar manner, it is quite atypical to refuse a dating
request by responding: "You are not physically attractive;" or "You have
a terrible personality," even when these are the true reasons for the
rejection. Rather, a rejecter is more likely to reply: "I have to study-
tonight'" or "1 alre;dy have an engagement. These reasons are external
£0 the requester and therefore the self-egsteem of the person seeking the
date is not lowered (see Folkes, in press). We often are benevolent in
our communications to others whom we do oot wish.to hurt.

HoGever, information that is emotionally upsetting and which lowers
the recipient's self—esteem may be subtly and unknowingly conveyed,’in

spite of the intentions of the communicator not to cause emotional or

psychological harm. This appears to be particularly true when an observer

perceives that the actor is low in ability. One anecdote 1llustrating this

point concerns the Little League baseball coach who,.when looking over the

. S

players on the bench, said: "Johnny, you go in now. The rules say that

everyone must play Johnny is then put’ . in a field position where balls

-

seldom are hit. Perhaps this is similar in some respects to being placed -~

o

{n the last seat in the last row, where questions rarely are addressed.
There are a number of indirect communications from teachers to pupils
that unintentionally can carry low abilicy messages. .We think that three

prevalent and apparently positive actions could have negative consequences

-

fqor self-esteem. They are:
1. Praise for success, and lack of criticism for failure, at an easy task.

2. Excessive. help, partieularly when it is not sought.

3. Expressions of pity for failure.




Recall that these are the behaviors that intuitively are extended by A
teachers to aid in overcoming a failure syndrome and underachievement. -

28

Cdﬁ;ersely, ac:ions}gpbearing to be thoughtless or reﬁugnagt that oight”
have positive consequences for self-esteem are:

fla. Lack 65 praise for success, and criticism for failure, at an easy task.
2a. Comparative neglect.

3a. Expressions of anger for failure. .

order of events guiding these presumpt;cns is shown in Diagram 1. It is
.agssumed that private evaluations of a target pe;sob's abilicy.lead to
spécific reactions toward that person, such as praise for success at an'easy
task, excessive help, and expressioms of pity for failure. These reactions

provide the recipient with information about how the otﬁer person is

L

The psychological (and social psychological) processes and the temporal

#
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e .. ___ . estimating his or her ability. The inferred opinioms of o¥hers then
{nfluence self-perception of abilityy which is one of the faccors that
decarmine axpectations for the futurse, affective reactions, and performance.

Diagram 1

The Attribucional Process and Salf-Perception of Abili?y

Private Evaluation Praise/Blame Inferred Opinioh of

: of Target Person's———» Help/Neglact———3 Others Regarding ————>
Abilicy Pity/Anger Own ability
Self-Perception Expectancies
of Abilicy > Emotions
Performance

In the following sectious of this paper, we examine more clogely

the empirical evidencs suggesting that the specified praisae/blame pattern,

helping, and sympn:h&wmgi‘lcé{self-percep:ion of ability. But firsc a word
of caution 1is nﬁcessnty. Ve\are not advoca:ing that praise, belp, and
sympathy and aiways "pad" and anariabiy have negaéiie affects. That is -
obviously f;isc. What we do want to point out is that, from the perspective
of pifchologists interested in self-perception, these actious might have
some unforeseen, unintended, and uneasy comsequences.
Praise and Blame ) - - : . -
Consider this simple exawple: Imagine that a tegcher~extensiyely

\

praises a pugil for success at a task that a1l other studengs can periorm.

2

L
The student might readily conclude from this that the teacher does not
consider him or her to be very gifted. Why do recipients of such feedback
“ : S

infer thac their ability is perceived.as low?

¢
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A number of psychological structures and processes are involved in what
.appears to be a si?ple‘inference. First, thers is a realation Detween praise
for succass and blame for Eailure and the perceived causes of these outcomes.

" As already indicated, praise is enhanced whem a positive cutcome is ascribed
to high effort, while blame is increeseiuhen a negacive outcome is a::ribu:ed
to low effort. bcher scTuctures pertinent to the inference that  praise for
success at an easy task reSulcs in a low ability inferemnce relate to the
amount dfgabili:y and efforc‘perceived ae needed to attain success. 'A: ac
easy task, success is perceivee':o be the result of high ebiii:y or high
affort expenditure (this 1s labeled a sufficient causal schema). Om :he other
hand, success at a difficul: task is perceived to ba the resul: of high
abilicy and hard work (this is labeled a necessagz causal schema, see Kalley,
1972). Furthermore, within limics, abilicy and effort are perceived as
compensatory. - —r~--h¢i¢h decreasing ability, the amount of efforé perceived
as necessary for success increases up to the point where the difficul:y of the

:ask is such that success witpou: some degree of abili:y is not perceived
as possible (see Kukla, 1972; Kun & Weiner{.1973).

According to the reward principle, praise and blame aliaw one to draw
conclusions concerning the’ extent to which an outcome is ascribed co'efforc
expenditure. And, on the basis of :he'sufficienc, necessary, and compensatory
causal‘principles, further inferences can them be drawn about ability estimates.
For example, praise for succeqs at an easy task leads éo the conclusion that
the person dis:ribu:ing praise perceived the outcome as due to high efforr

expenditure.' High effort is the ascribed cause for success at an easy nask - o

© . <
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. only for individuals perceived as low in ability.' Praise therefore ma§

'Hore generally, if ability and'effort are perceived as compensatory, then”

research varies in that some studies take place in the laboratory, others

,analyze the judgments of students of varying ages; and some investigations

v
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. a

functica as a cue that the acting person's ability is estimated as low.

the greater the'praise for success (with alli else equal), the less the
person’'s perceived ability | -

-In a similar mnnner, blame for failure at a difficult task leads to the
inferenoe that the result was attributed to a lack of effort. Low effort
is perceived t:'o be the cause for failure at this task when the actor's
ability is estimated as being high. It therefore follows that blame can
function as a cue indiosting that the evaluator perceives the actor as high
in ability. More gemerally, the grealer the blame for failure ”(érith all else
\equal), the greater the person.'s perceived level of ability.

These ideas have been tested in a number of investigations. The
L

in the classroom; some studies have teachers making judgments, others

-

directly measure abilicy estimates, while others assess more indirect indexes,
such gs predictions of future success (see Meyer,. 1978; Meyer & Ploger, 1979;

Meyer et al., 1979). In spite of thes= variatioms, the general pattern of

data in all the studies is quite similar.

For illustrat‘ve purposes, consider the following - simxlational study

that readily conveys the gederal points proposed abaove. l’n this investigation

\

(Meyer & Ploger, 1979), teachers received one of four versions of a, short

questionnaire. " In the questionnaires, two students were described as havingﬁ




32

solved an arithmetic prcblem :he: was charac:erized as very easy or
very difficult. It was also conveyed that® both” students either succeeded
or failed at the task. Hence, the two studemnts were described:es either
succeeding an an easy task, failing at an easy task, succeeding at a
difficult task, or failing a difficulc task. The evaluative feedback to
the two students was porcrayedfas different, although ;heg'.performance
was described as idemtical. Giyen success, the teacher's seu:ral reaction.
to one of the students was: "Yes, ;2 is the correct answer." The praise
reaction to the other student was: "You. have done very well; I am pleased.
F . Given failure, the teacher's neutral reaction was described 4s: "o, 35
™ 413 not correc:.f The blaming response was: “What have you done! 35 is

w . Nwrong." After réadiﬁg'each sceuario,Ache research par:icipan:s iudica:ed
che teacher's estimates of the abllities of the two students.

The da:a clearly revealed that, regardless of the difficulty of the
task, the student praised af:er success was perceived as having less '

~ ability than -the scudenc"receiving“neucral feedback. In the failure conditionm,

» i

the studemt receiving neutral feedback was perceived as having less ability

- A ,
than the student who was blamed. In sum, the results of this invesriga:idq

demonstrate that praise,and ‘blame may prdvide‘informa:ian about hSW‘o:hers

perceive one's abilicy.' Cogni:ive ocial psychologisCs poinc out cha:
‘ . ' 7 praise and blame take place in incerperssnal concexcs and char choughcs

v " about the :houghcs of ochers, and che effecfs of such inferencos on how ..

N Pl

e Eeel abou: ourselves, canno: be igrored. .

+

. ) This discussion raises :he more general- ques:ion of: "When 1s praisefﬂ

appropriate in the classroom?" For a period of cimeq guided by behavioristic

‘\\
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ideés, it was believed by-some that rewards such ae praise and success

feedback automatically increased the likelihood of the reinforced behavior.

— ‘More recently, however,vit has been docnmented that, under some conditionms,
extrinsic rewards such as praise decrease intrinsic motivation (Deci,
1975) and, as already discusaed, praise might lower ability self-perceptions
and achievement strivings. With the growth of cognitive psychology, the
multi-faceted effects of “praise have become more evident and it,is now
apparent that there are no simple relations between praise and a number of
classroom variables, including performance (see Brophy, 1981)
Help and Neglect
Now let us turn to helping behavior. Diagram 1l indicates that helping
alsg nay influence the recipient's estimates of personal abilirty. Thei
~ reasgoning guiding this contention is basedAon an attributional analysis of
. helping behavior already presented. Recall that whether help is given or
withheld depends in part on the perceived cause of another s dependenc;.
Belping behavior 1s most likely to be extended when the other person“s

o

need is ascribed to causal factors beyond his or her persqmal control such

v © . as, for-example,'a lack of ability. On the other hand, if the dependency

- . is perceived as due to factors subject to volitional control 'such as lack
of effort, then the person is held responsible for the\>eed and help tends
to be. withheld. ' |

: These empirical relations suggest that a recipient\of aid may infer

,
?

&
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1

cau.sal beliefs from helping behavior. Those receiving help may concl’ude‘_‘
ctw: the help-giving pe:son estimates the recipient's abilicies or _

capabilitias to-be low. This, in turn, may affect the recipienc s self-
perception of ability. L e
TR ’

An experimental scudy (Conty, 1980) again nicely {llustrates the
° potential relacion betweean halping behmior and self-perception’ of abili:i.
- For usi of cotmmication, various fcacur;s of this 'invescigacion are
simplif.ied—hcre. In the laborator*:udy under consideracion. female
subjects wers told that a ‘research-group was developing an i.n:ellige.nce

tast. Ihc} allegcd ‘tast was ‘then administered to the subject and to anmother |

female st:udont«- (an oxpc:imu:zl confaderate). The cesc consigted of
mgraﬁ-me tasks. After the allotted time had expired'-, the experimenter
@ ~;i{:t";i"].l_ec::tsd the answer sheets undar the pretense that the tests would now be
f' .i_\“-:- sﬁ‘t:-aréd. . The experimenter sat at a table ditectly in front of the participants

PR N o »
and "scored” their teststo induca the belief that che experimenter knew -

both pu:icipmcs' abilities for solving anagram :asks.
Then :he participants were given ano:hcr anagram, introduced as a
s - ‘ practice. cest:. prior to a second period of cescing. This pro‘Jmed the..-»

oppormity to create three experimental conditioms. In one condi:ion the

' experinmanter gave Ohelp to the subject imedia:ely after she began toO work

- on :hc practice test. The experimenter said: "T'll give you a hint. The

T letter that the vord begins with is-x;—boincing to che correct 1e:te;'] a o
second axparimmtal candicion the confederate recaived ghis aid while the '

g R subject- was 3i,ven, ﬁo_ heJ.p. E‘inally, inh a third condition neither of che

] ! T i f a

puucippts wa g: alded.




TR
-

&

: After euccessfully unscrambling the word, the participents were asked;
to rate their subjective probabilities of success for the next series of ”
anagram tasks. Subjective estimatas of success provide a valid index ..or
beliefs about one's owa ability. The datavrevealed chat when subjects
received aid vhile the confederate did not, their estimates of future
success vers lowest. Conversely, aid to the confaderate hile not’ receiving

personal help resulted in the highest estimates of future success. ' -

In sun, nnrequested help can lead the recipient to conclude that the

- person offaering help perceives that a need exists because of a lack of

abiliry. This Lnfornation is then used to infer that one‘indeed does lack

~ abiliry, resultingjinfe lovering of expectancy  of Eutureruccess: on

e

the other hand, relative neglect may give rise to‘the belief that one 1is
perceived as not in need of aid. -This information is then used to conclude

that one is high in ability. resulting in a relative increment in expectancy

i

of future success. To again remind the readers, it should not therefore

RN

_be concluded that we should not help others. That is nanifestly ridiculous%

Rather; ic should be recognized that under some conditions helping- behavior,

T4

‘lke- praise and blame, my influence what we think others think about us

_and cthis, in turm, affects how we think abou_t ourselves. i

‘Fmotional Reections:'Pigi and Anger

P S

. I+'" Az ""6“'\-—- ' contended that praise, blame,

helping, and neglect may be cues used by pupils to infer_whet others (teachers)

think about themvand in turn, these inferences influence what pupils think

about thenselves. It uill now be contended that emotional reactions also

.

can serve this cue function and it is again suggested that apparently poaitive

actions might have degative consequences for self-esteem.

y

.
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The possibility :hac emoticnal consequences have xmpl-cacions for
elf-percepcion of abili:y was suggested by the evidence demonscra:ing that
the .amotional reactions of others are in part.de:erm;ned oy :heit ,
percepciona of :he reasons why an actor has fatled or is in need (Weiner,
19800, l980i) If failure is perceived as due to insufficient.
effort, then a dauinan: response of :eachors is anger, whereas Eailure
perceived as due to a lack of abilicy Erequencly gives rise to pity and
!?upechy. Anger Ls an "ought" emotion and is elicited when negative

aecians are perceived to be caused by volicional factors such as lack of

'efforc and/or negative intanc. Ou the ocher hand, fatlure ascribed to

nouvolicional and con:rollable factors such as lack of abili:y giverrise to

o

more positive interpersonal affec:s such as pi:y <y

v

1f an attribution for faigyre (e.g., lack of effort). gives rise to a

specific affact (e.g., anger), then it alsoc should follow that, given anger

.as the displayed affect, the associated lack of effort ascriptionm will be

{nferred. I a similar manner, given pity and sympachy as the displayei‘"
affects, the aasociaced lack’of ability ascriprion should be inferred.
In an anes:iga:ion demonatracing this possibili:y CWeiner, Grahanm,
Starn, & Lawson, in press), participancs wer%fgiven the following scenarios:
A studenc failed a rest and tha cteacher falt amgry /pity, guilty,
surprised, saq Why did :he teacher thiok cthat the student failed?
The participants then indicated on simple rating scales the degree to which“‘
various causes (lawgabili:y, lack‘of effore, bad luck, and ggéf teaching)

were percei%ed as producing the student's failure. ‘- -

&
.
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The data in this investigation clearly revealed that, given angér as the

L4

\expressed affecg. lack:of effoft is the infe;red.cause of failure; pity

is linked with low ability (and is especially dissociated from effort !

. ascriptions); and guilt is strongly linked with attributions to poor
teaching. . .

Given these findings, one might reason that affective disgplays of h
anger and sympathy are used by students to iﬁfer‘why they failed: whéﬁher
they are deficient in effort 6: in ability. As indic&:e&\at the beginning
of .this secti&n of the paper, it is unlikely that a teacheriwil; ﬁublicly )

“ R !

announce to: students that they (the students) are unable. However, such

- &

private thoughts may neverthelass become public through the interpretation

.

of affective displays.

The Influenced Iarget Populations

The arguments and evidemce that have been presenﬁed are believed to

-

have implications for all segments of our society. One might speculate,

ﬁdwever. that sympathy and pity for failure.'e;cessive help, reward for
success at an'easy task, lack of criticism for faillure at an easy task, and

. many other apparemtly positive actioms that negativgly influence self-

3

| perception of ability are particularly expressed toward the handicapped,

ethnic minorities, and females. For example, some have noted the prevalence
. . ¢ o .
of sympathetic reactions, and their negative consaquences, toward minority

group members. ‘Kleinfeld (1975), for example., states: "Sympathetic to the
academic difficulties of native [Eskimo] students ... senrimentalist teachers

o3

require very little, and little learning occurs" (p. 315). And'é.very




natural reaction toward the handicapped is pity and helping, both of which

14

might stamp~-in the belief that "I cannot.”

A Coneluding Note

Lcarning takcs place in 1nterpersonal contexts, with peers, the
teacher, and the family as part of the social context of the learner. Selﬁ-
and other-perception therefore are an inherent part of the educational
process, and principlas of cognitive social psychology can provide direct
input for educational decision making. In this paper we merely have
provided sqme selected illustrations of the close connection ‘between
person perception and education. We believe that only the tip of the

iceberg has been uncovefbd in this new and growing area of stu&y.

&
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