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Attribution theory posits that people look for causes for their successes and failures.
Past research indicates that these causal attributions may influence future perform-
ance, and it has been suggested that attributional tendencies may be affected by
culture and outcome. To understand the role that culture and outcome may play in
attributions for foreign language learning, a set of questionnaires was designed to in-
vestigate how EFL university students (355 Thai and 350 Japanese) in two countries
judged their successes and failures on actual language learning tasks. Although there
were a few differences based on culture, MANOVA results revealed that both groups
focused more on external factors (such as teachers and classroom atmosphere) for
success and internal factors (such as lack of ability and effort) for failure. The impli-
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cations that can be drawn with regard to cultural bias, language teaching, and the
nature of the learning environment are considered.
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psychology is the power of people’s beliefs. What students believe,

and how they interpret past behavior and actions, may be reason-
ably assumed to have an effect on their current and future actions (Dérnyei,
2001). In the area of language learning, many psychologists tend to question
why some learners are more successful than others. From the point of view of
this important query, learners’ attributions for their own success and failure
are one issue that researchers need to take into consideration. This paper
focuses on a survey of attributions for doing well or poorly on classroom tasks
in an EFL setting, and was administered to 705 students at two universities
in two countries—Japan and Thailand. The paper begins with background
information pertinent to the creation of the survey instruments, including a
brief overview of attribution theory, and a review of attribution studies in the
field of second language acquisition. Statistical results for the present study
are then discussed, with an emphasis on their relationship to the theoretical
background presented above. Finally, what the results of the study may tell us
about language learning in different cultural contexts is considered.

O ne of the most widely discussed issues in both educational and social

Review of the Literature

Attribution Theory in Mainstream Psychology

In mainstream psychology, many researchers have tried to understand
achievement behavior through analyzing perceived causes of success or
failure (Burke, 1978; Elig & Frieze, 1979; Weiner, 1979; Weiner, et al,, 1971).
Research in this area has sought to identify the types of causal attributions
people make to explain successes and failures in occupational and educa-
tional settings, and how these attributions affect expectations for future
success or failure.
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Attribution theory (Weiner, 1979) suggests that individuals have a need
to either find or manufacture reasons for why a particular outcome occurs.
These reasons may then have a significant effect on future action, motivation,
and achievement strivings. These attributions are used to answer internal
and external questions related to performance and are frequently posed in
the negative since people are more likely to be concerned about negative or
unexpected outcomes in an attempt to either save face or control future out-
comes. Most attempts to test attribution theory have dealt with four types of
causal explanations for success or failure: (a) ability, (b) effort, (c) luck, and
(d) task ease or difficulty (e.g., Bruning, Schraw, & Ronning, 1999; Dérnyei
& Murphey, 2003; Hsieh & Schallert, 2008; Weiner et al., 1971). In addition,
an outcome might also be attributed to a number of other factors including
other people (such as teachers or other students), mood, fatigue or illness,
personality, and physical appearance (Weiner, 1986).

We can see, then, how attributions of causality may vary from person to
person and task to task, but they also vary from culture to culture, and they
vary from social group to social group as well (Graham, 1991). Despite these
differences in perceived causes for success or failure, all of these causal at-
tributions can be quantitatively compared in terms of a set of underlying
properties, or causal dimensions (Weiner, 1979). Weiner argued that the
motivational dimensions of attribution could be described as a causal struc-
ture consisting of three parts: (a) locus, (b) stability, and (c) control. The
locus of causality is concerned with whether a cause is perceived as being
internal or external to the individual. For instance, ability and effort could
be classified as internal, whereas task difficulty and luck would be classified
as external. The stability dimension refers to whether a cause is fixed and
stable, or variable and unstable over time. In this case, ability would be seen
as stable, with effort being unstable or variable over time. Finally, control-
lability indicates how much control a person has over a cause. The effect of
either luck or weather would be uncontrollable by an athlete, for example.

In attribution theory, these three dimensions form the basis of the tax-
onomy used to classify the specific causes of any success or failure. For
instance, ability and effort, the two most commonly perceived causes in
Western culture, can be thus classified within the cells of a Locus x Stability
x Control matrix. This means that failure due to low ability is perceived as
a characteristic of the failing individual, endures over time, and is beyond
personal control. Effort, on the other hand, indicates a cause that is internal,
unstable, and controllable.
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Attribution Theory in Educational Contexts

In the field of education, a number of studies have investigated student at-
tributions regarding test performance (Marsh, 1984; Meyer & Koelbl, 1982),
past and future task performance (Burke, 1978; Farmer, Vispoel, & Maehr,
1991; Frieze & Snyder, 1980; Little, 1985; Pancer, 1978; Vispoel & Austin,
1995), the relationship between causal attributions and expectancy (Betan-
court & Weiner, 1982), causal attributions and gender (Bar-Tal, Goldberg,
& Knaani, 1984; Farmer & Vispoel, 1990; Pintrich & Schunk, 2002; Travis,
Burnett-Doering, & Reid, 1982) and teacher expectation and causal attribu-
tions (Cooper & Burger, 1980; Seegers, Van Putten, & Vermeer, 2004). The
majority of these studies were concerned with the school milieu in general,
analyzing attributions and performance across academic subjects as well
as other school activities. For example, Vispoel and Austin (1995) looked
at junior high school students’ recollection of successes and failures in the
areas of English, math, music, and physical education, noting strong con-
nections between causal beliefs and classroom achievement. Although the
results of the cited studies differ to some degree, they have highlighted not
only the importance of attributions of ability, effort, luck, and task, but also
have shown how these various attributions can be interpreted in terms of
the dimensions of locus, stability, and control (see Table 1).

Table 1. Dimensional Classification Scheme for Causal Attributions

Dimension

Attribution Locus Stability Controllability
Ability Internal Stable Uncontrollable

Effort Internal Unstable Controllable

Strategy Internal Unstable Controllable

Interest Internal Unstable Controllable
Task difficulty External Stable Uncontrollable
Luck External Unstable Uncontrollable
Family influence External Stable Uncontrollable
Teacher influence External Stable Uncontrollable

From Vispoel & Austin (1995), based on Weiner (1979)
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These results support early theories that attempt to explain why some
attributions facilitate success or failure more than others. Weiner (1979,
1986) has proposed that internal attributions produce greater changes
in esteem-related affect than external attributions, stable attributions are
more concerned with expectancy for success or failure, and controllable at-
tributions are more closely connected with persistence than uncontrollable
attributions. From early studies the existence of these causal dimensions
was accepted despite a lack of empirical evidence, the nature of open-ended
questionnaire and interview-generated data precluding detailed quantita-
tive analysis. However, in recent years the use of factor analysis and multi-
dimensional scaling has provided some support for their existence (Hsieh &
Schallert, 2008; Meyer, 1980; Meyer & Koelbl, 1982; Vispoel & Austin, 1995).

Attribution Theory in a Foreign Language Context

Although a great number of people spend a considerable amount of time
studying foreign languages, very few are likely to reach a reasonable level
of second language (L2) proficiency. As a result, language learning, in many
people’s minds, is associated with failure, risk taking, and losing face (Hor-
witz, 1988). In addition, learning a foreign language challenges students by
forcing them to integrate and assimilate new cultural practices (Williams &
Burden, 1997). For these reasons, attribution theory is a relevant research
area in the L2 field. Skehan (1989), for example, called for more attribu-
tion theory research, suggesting the possibility of synthesizing many of the
individual variables associated with language learning into a more coherent
account of the language learning process.

Given the theoretical significance of attributions in L2 motivation, it is
actually surprising how little research has been conducted. There may be
many reasons for this. For one thing, causal attributions are quite complex,
and this affects the design of the study: broad questionnaires focusing on
linear relationships and broad categories do not adequately portray the
intricacy of the attributional process. Nevertheless, a few researchers have
provided insight into the L2 causal attribution process.

In their study of L2 learners of French, Williams and Burden (1999) found
that the British primary school children interviewed attributed success
to external factors, with the number of attributions increasing with age.
Younger children tended to focus on listening and concentrating as causes
for doing well, while older children cited effort and interest among reasons
for doing well. They also found that many of the attributions mentioned
were strongly connected to teacher influence.
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In a study of 51 American undergraduate and graduate foreign language
students, Tse (2000) suggested that the main attributions for success in
foreign language learning were the teachers’ willingness to help students,
a positive classroom environment, family or community assistance from
target language speakers, and motivation to learn. Attributions for failure
included lack of study or insufficient motivation, and mixed-level classes.

Williams, Burden, and Al-Baharna (2001) uncovered 11 positive and 18
negative attributions among 25 students learning English in Bahrain. They
found that the main attributions for success included practice, support from
family, and a positive attitude, while teaching methods, lack of support from
family and teachers, poor comprehension, and a negative attitude were cited
as the most common negative attributions.

In her qualitative study of university learners of French, Ushioda (2001)
cited four attributional patterns among the learners: attributing positive
L2 outcomes to personal ability or personal qualities; attributing negative
L2 outcomes to temporary shortcomings that may be changed; attributing
negative affective experiences to the learning context; and attributing fu-
ture success or changes in behavior to personal resources. Ushioda noted
that these attributions may act as a filter through which the learner views
positive or negative experiences in such a way as to maintain a positive self-
concept.

In another study on foreign language learning among 285 adolescent
students in the UK, Williams, Burden, Poulet, and Maun (2004) identified
21 attributional categories, with the major reasons for doing well cited as
effort, strategy, ability, teacher, interest, task, and peers. One interesting
finding was that the majority of attributions for both success and failure
were considered internal. They also found clear differences in attribution
for success and failure based on gender, year groups, and language studied.

In an effort to provide a more accurate representation of learner attribu-
tions, Kalaja (2004) and Heikinnen (1999) used a discursive model to look at
individual narratives of students’ language learning histories, attempting to
link student beliefs and causal attributions to explain their performance in
EFL learning. They came up with a group of five interpretive repertoires, or
ways in which students construct the learning environment and their roles
as learners: (a) individualistic, (b) effort, (c) naturalistic, (d) institutional,
and (e) fatalistic. These repertoires were then connected to the following
attributions: (a) personal abilities, (b) effort, (c) informal contexts (taking
advantage of opportunities), (d) formal contexts (the classroom), and (e)
luck. Isomo6ttonen (2003) used a similar research approach in looking at
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hard-of-hearing learners of EFL and came up with similar results, although
additional repertoires were added due to the nature of the learners.

Hsieh and Schallert (2008) attempted to combine two motivational
constructs, self-efficacy and attribution, to explore the motivation of 500
undergraduate foreign language learners in the US. The students were
asked to consider their test scores in light of these two constructs, and give
actual reasons for the outcome. Analysis suggested that self-efficacy was the
strongest predictor of achievement, supplemented by ability attributions.

It must be noted that, with the exception of the last study, all of the FL
studies mentioned here used data gathered through open-ended question-
naires, interviews, or autobiographies. The analysis, then, tended towards
the qualitative, rather than the quantitative, which may help to explain the
variety in the number of attributional categories uncovered, as well as the
differences in the findings, making it difficult to compare groups or general-
ize findings. In addition, many of the studies employed role-playing methods
to gather data (creating hypothetical situations), rather than measuring
actual behavior. This prompted the authors to move the research in a more
quantitative direction, with a particular task in mind, which would allow
the use of larger numbers of participants and more sophisticated statistical
procedures.

With these reference points, a study was carried out to explore perceived
reasons for successes and failures in speaking and reading classes among
1st-year Japanese university students (Gobel & Mori, 2007). The results re-
vealed that students who reported performing poorly attributed poor per-
formance to a lack of ability and lack of effort. On the other hand, students
who reported performing well attributed their performance to teachers
and the classroom atmosphere. This finding was contrary to much of the
research done to date. Since most of the previous research had been done in
Western countries, it was hypothesized that the results might be explained
by cultural differences.

In fact, cultural differences in attributional patterns have been reported in
mainstream psychology (e.g., Betancourt & Weiner, 1982) and general edu-
cation (e.g., Sivanes, 2006). The authors were curious to know if the results
of Gobel and Mori (2007) would extend to other Asian countries. Compara-
tive studies in foreign language education can be difficult due to differences
in language learning goals and curriculum, for example. However, a study
done by Thepsiri and Pojanapunya (2008) convinced the authors that the
English education curricula of Thailand and Japan, as well as the importance
of learning English in both countries, were similar enough to warrant a com-
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parative study. It was hypothesized that similarities between Thailand and
Japan would be evident in student attributions of success and failure, and
that the results of the comparative study would differ from results of previ-
ous foreign language learning studies undertaken in the West. To explore
this possibility, the following research questions were formulated:
1. To what factors do Thai and Japanese students attribute their suc-
cesses and failures?
2. Are there differences in attributional response based on country
(Thailand and Japan)?
3. Are there differences in attributional response based on outcome
(success and failure)?

Method

Participants

Participants in this study were 705 university students from Thailand
and Japan. The Thai participants were a total of 355 first-year students
(193 female and 162 male) attending an autonomous state university in
Bangkok. Most were majoring in engineering; none were language majors.
All students already had a minimum of 6 years of exposure to English as a
foreign language in primary and secondary education. At this university, the
students have to take at least three compulsory integrated-skill task-based
English courses in which all four language skills are studied simultaneously
depending on the nature of each task. They meet twice a week for two pe-
riods of 50 minutes. The teachers use in-house materials designed by the
department staff based on the principles of task-based learning.

The Japanese participants were a total of 350 first-year university stu-
dents (121 female and 229 male) attending a private university in Kyoto.
Their fields of study included law, business, economics, and sciences. Al-
though they were not language majors either, they were taking required
English courses just like their Thai counterparts. The required English
course curriculum consisted of reading classes and oral communication
classes. These classes met twice a week. The reading classes were taught
by Japanese teachers of English, and the oral English classes were taught
by native speakers of English. Each teacher had a choice of textbooks and
teaching styles, but had to follow the guidelines for goals and objectives set
by the university.

As described above, the actual contents of the classes and teaching meth-
ods may have been different. However, the Thai and Japanese participants
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were comparable in that both groups were 1st-year non-English majors
studying English as a foreign language in required classes, had similar cur-
riculum and class environments (e.g., class size), shared similar past learn-
ing experience (6 years in junior and senior high schools), and had general
English proficiency levels varying from beginner to upper intermediate.

Measure

Two versions of a questionnaire were created based on previous research
(Vispoel & Austin, 1995) and our research questions: one version asked
about successful experience whereas the other asked about unsuccessful
experience (see Appendix for the translation of the questionnaire). Both
versions of the questionnaire were administered in participants’ native lan-
guages after they were forward-and-backward translated by experienced
translators from English to Thai, and from English to Japanese.

Both versions of the questionnaire consisted of two parts. In the first part,
the students were asked to choose an activity from a list of 25 activities
which they were either particularly successful at, or at which they performed
particularly poorly in the previous semester. Although those activities were
roughly divided into four skills, they were instructed to choose only one
activity in order to avoid complications in the subsequent statistical analy-
ses. The main purpose of this section was to help the students focus on a
particular activity rather than thinking of learning English in general when
identifying attributions for success and failure.

In the second part, the students were then asked to rate the importance
of the 12 statements provided as reasons why they might have done well or
poorly on a given activity on a 6-point Likert scale. Those 12 attributions
were labeled: (a) ability (I have strong/weak skills in English), (b) effort (I
tried/didn’t try very hard), (c) strategy (I used the right/wrong study or
practice methods), (d) interest (I had interest/no interest in the activity), (e)
luck (I had good/bad luck), (f) teacher influence (The teacher’s instruction
was appropriate/inappropriate), (g) task difficulty (The task was easy/dif-
ficult), (h) class atmosphere (I liked/didn’t like the atmosphere of the class),
(i) interest in grades (I had interest/no interest in getting a good grade),
(j) preparation (I was well-prepared/ill-prepared), (k) enjoyment (I like/
don’tlike English), and (1) class level (The level of the class was appropriate/
inappropriate).
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Procedure

Both the Thai and the Japanese participants answered the attribution
questionnaire in their required English classes at the end of their semester.
The participants were divided into two groups. Pertaining to their language
learning experience over the last semester, one group was asked about suc-
cessful activities and reasons for success while the other group was asked
about unsuccessful activities and reasons for failure. The division into two
groups was to avoid any unnecessary confusion that might occur if they were
asked about both successful and unsuccessful experiences at the same time.
The way of dividing the students was slightly different between the Thai and
Japanese sections. In the Thai section, half the class focused on successful
learning activities, while the other half focused on unsuccessful ones. On the
other hand, in the Japanese section, entire classes were randomly assigned
to complete a questionnaire regarding either success or failure. At both sites
the questionnaire was completed within 15-20 minutes.

Data Analysis

The data from the completed questionnaires was entered into a Microsoft
Excel spreadsheet and checked for accuracy. To determine the effects of
country (Thailand and Japan) and outcome (success and failure) on attri-
bution scales, multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was performed.
MANOVA is an extension of analysis of variance and used with multiple,
dependent variables.

Results

Perceived Successful and Unsuccessful Activities

In the first section of the questionnaire, the students were asked to
choose one successful activity or one unsuccessful activity. As mentioned
earlier, this question was included so that the students could focus on one
specific activity, rather than English learning as a whole, when answering
the attribution questions in the subsequent section of the questionnaire.
Although the kinds of activities chosen and their effects on attributions were
not closely examined in this study, for reference purposes the results are
presented in Table 2.
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Table 2. Frequency of Reported Successful and Unsuccessful
Activities by Country

15

Reported activities Successful Unsuccessful
Thai  Japanese Thai Japanese

Reading texts using appropri-

ate strategies 37 3 22 2

Answering comprehension

questions 29 11 15 2

Learning vocabulary 27 11

Understanding grammar 23 8

Translating texts and passages

from English 8 17 5 9

Reading and summarizing

texts 10

Quizzes and exams (Reading) 5

Other (Reading) 0

Reading total 135 61 63 45

Understanding a listening

passage using appropriate

strategies 12 5 17 7

Listening and repetition/

dictation 5 17 10 13

Listening and note taking 5 2 8 14

Quizzes and exams (Listening) 4 13

Other (Listening) 0 0 1

Listening total 26 27 44 48

Giving a presentation and/or

speech 12 7 26 13

Role play 7 6 4 1

Giving opinions/sharing ideas

in class/groups 3 31 4 11
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Reported activities Successful Unsuccessful

Thai  Japanese Thai Japanese

Answering teacher’s questions 1 12 3 19
Exams (Speaking) 1 12 1 6
Other (Speaking) 0 0 0

Speaking total 24 68 38 51
Writing a summary 9 6 16

Writing paragraphs 8 1 5 6
Writing diaries and/or port-

folios 2 4 4 8
Writing a report 1 5 3 8
Quizzes and exams (Writing) 1 3 1 1
Other (Writing) 1 0 1 1
Writing total 22 19 30 31
TOTALS 207 175 175 175

Research Question 1: Attributional Responses Based on Country
and Outcome

Descriptive Statistics

Table 3 shows the means and standard deviations of the attribution
category scores based on student responses on the 6-point Likert scale. In
rank order based on the total sample means, the four most endorsed success
attributions for the Thai students were interest in grades (5.25), teacher in-
fluence (4.66), classroom atmosphere (4.42), and effort (4.42), whereas the
four most endorsed success attributions for the Japanese were teacher in-
fluence (4.22), class level (3.96), classroom atmosphere (3.89), and interest
(3.64). Interestingly enough, both the Thai and Japanese students attributed
their success to teacher influence and class atmosphere, both of which are
defined as external, stable, and uncontrollable attributions according to at-
tribution theory (Weiner, 1979, 1986). In contrast to the results of success
attributions, the four most endorsed failure attributions for both the Thai
and Japanese students were ability (3.97, 3.17), effort (3.31, 4.00), strategy
(3.54, 3.80), and preparation (3.52, 4.13), respectively. Again it is interesting



Mori, Gobel, Thepsiri, & Pojanapunya 17

to note that these failure attributions are all internal attributions (see Table

1).

Table 3. Means and Standard Deviations by Country and Outcome

Attribution
scales Country N  Outcome Mean SD  Skewness Kurtosis
Ability Thai 176  Success  3.45 1.00 -0.32 0.32
180 Failure  3.97 1.13 -0.35 -0.31
Japanese 174 Success  2.95 1.32 0.17 -0.73
175 Failure  3.17 1.48 0.17 -1.03
Effort Thai 176 Success  4.42 0.81 -0.49 0.61
179 Failure  3.31 1.16 0.09 -0.57
Japanese 175  Success 3.54 1.24 -0.11 -0.36
174 Failure  4.00 1.50 -0.54 -0.67
Strategy Thai 175  Success 3.83 0.85 -0.41 0.77
178 Failure  3.54 0.96 -0.11 -0.39
Japanese 175  Success  3.35 1.27 -0.05 -0.69
175 Failure  3.80 1.43 -0.40 -0.71
Interest Thai 176 ~ Success 4.28 0.89 -0.86 1.56
179 Failure  2.68 1.30 0.50 -0.53
Japanese 174 Success  3.64 1.20 -0.25 -0.26
174 Failure  2.50 1.27 0.64 -0.30
Luck Thai 175  Success 3.63 1.34 -0.24 -0.57
179 Failure  2.47 1.39 0.67 -0.36
Japanese 175  Success  3.05 1.54 0.22 -0.96
175 Failure  1.69 1.16 2.04 3.80
Teacher Thai 175 Success  4.66 0.97 -1.07 2.07
influence 180 Failure  2.76 1.33 0.66 -0.44
Japanese 175 Success  4.22 1.38 -0.74 0.05
175 Failure  1.69 0.96 1.69 3.19
Task Thai 176  Success 3.28 0.96 -0.06 0.72
difficulty 179 Failure  2.88 0.97 0.24 -0.17
Japanese 174 Success  3.57 1.29 -0.09 -0.62
175 Failure  2.73 1.26 0.36 -0.57
Class Thai 176  Success 4.42 1.03 -0.42 0.06
atmosphere 179 Failure  2.77 1.28 0.60 -0.23

Japanese 175  Success 3.89 1.62 -0.35 -1.03
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Attribution
scales Country N  Outcome Mean SD  Skewness Kurtosis
175 Failure  1.80 1.05 1.63 2.96
Interestin ~ Thai 176 ~ Success 5.25 1.06 -1.82 3.70
grades 179 Failure  2.94 1.70 0.53 -0.90
Japanese 175 Success  3.42 1.24 -0.22 -0.63
175 Failure  2.20 1.23 1.19 1.19
Preparation Thai 176 Success  3.84 0.83 -0.47 0.99
179 Failure = 3.52 1.24 0.09 -0.56
Japanese 175 Success  3.16 1.23 0.02 -0.43
175 Failure  4.13 1.34 -0.40 -0.65
Enjoyment  Thai 176  Success 4.14 1.10 -0.47 0.36
179 Failure  3.08 1.44 0.25 -0.79
Japanese 175  Success  3.42 1.44 0.11 -0.83
175 Failure  2.28 1.37 1.19 0.87
Class level Thai 176  Success  4.40 0.91 -0.28 -0.17
180 Failure  2.88 1.38 0.71 -0.28
Japanese 175 Success  3.96 1.42 -0.29 -0.79
175 Failure  2.03 1.14 1.42 2.25

Research Questions 2 and 3: Country and Outcome Differences

A one-way MANOVA was performed to examine the effect of country (Thai
and Japanese) and outcome (success or failure) on the 12 attribution scales.
Some assumptions underlying MANOVA are multivariate normal distribu-
tion and homogeneity of variance-covariance matrices (Green & Salkind,
2005). Despite a few items with marked skewness and kurtosis, a sample
size such as this one, with relatively equal sample sizes between groups,
ensures that all assumptions have been met (Tabachnick & Fidell, 1996).
Another assumption, that the scores are independent, has also been met in
this study.

As Table 4 shows, the results for the MANOVA indicated a significant main
effect for country and outcome on the dependent variables, Wilks’s A = .69,
F(12,673) =25.33, p <.00,n* =.31, and Wilks's A = .42, F(12, 673) = 77.19,
p <.00,n? =.58, respectively. A significant interaction between country and
outcome was also seen, Wilks’s A =.80, F(12, 67) = 14.22, p <.00, n? = .20.
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Table 4. The Summary of MANOVA Results with Country and Outcome
as Independent Variables and Attributions as a Dependent Variable

Hypo- Partial Eta
Effect Value F thesisdf Errordf Sig.  Squared
Intercept  0.036 1.52E+03 12 673 0.00 0.964
Country 0.689 25.331a 12 673 0.00 0.311
Outcome  0.421 77.185a 12 673 0.00 0.579
Country*
Outcome  0.798 14.219a 12 673 0.00 0.202

Because the interaction between country and outcome was significant,
the researchers chose to ignore the independent variable main effect, and
instead examined the differences among attributes for country and outcome
separately. To control for Type I error across the main effects, an alpha level
of .01was set. Except for effort, strategy, task, and preparation, all compari-
sons for country were significant at p <.01, and all comparisons for outcome
except strategy were significantat p <.01.

The comparisons of means indicated that the Japanese students had higher
attribution ratings than the Thai students on task difficulty, effort, strategy,
and preparation. This suggests that Japanese students have a stronger ten-
dency to attribute easiness of task to success, and blame lack of effort and
preparation and inappropriate strategy use for failure. For the independent
variable of outcome, success attribution ratings were significantly higher
than those of failure in terms of ability and preparation. This finding implies
that both the Thai and the Japanese students tend to attribute ability and
preparation to failure more than success.

Discussion and Conclusion

The goal of this study was to address gaps in the literature on motivation
and language learning by examining the relationship between EFL students’
attributions regarding authentic classroom activities and their completion
of those activities. It was revealed that attributional responses differed
when the students succeeded and failed. Although Thai and Japanese stu-
dents chose different activities as successful and unsuccessful activities,
they showed some striking similarities regarding to what they attributed
their successes and failures. First of all, both the Thai and the Japanese stu-
dents tended to attribute more to successes than to failures. In particular,
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they seemed to focus more on external factors, especially teacher influence
and classroom atmosphere, when they succeeded. On the other hand, when
they failed, they both seemed to focus more on internal causes, namely
lack of ability and effort. This is congruent with the findings of a previous
study (Gobel & Mori, 2007) with Japanese university students. In that study,
we also found that the participants did not show the self-enhancement or
self-protective tendencies that are widely recognized in cognitive psychol-
ogy (Krueger, 1998). The self-enhancement tendency refers to individuals’
propensity for giving themselves credit when they succeed, and the self-
protective tendency denotes their propensity for blaming others when they
fail. A meta-analysis of studies conducted in Japan (Markus & Kitayama,
1991) confirmed such a self-critical rather than self-enhancing tendency
among the Japanese participants and contended that cultural differences
may play a part in this. Markus and Kitayama further argued that a number
of Western cultures such as those of North America promote independence
and autonomy, while many non-Western cultures such as those of Japan and
Thailand emphasize interdependence and connectedness among individu-
als and the group. As a result, in Western cultures the independent self is
motivated to maintain autonomy and uniqueness, the individual engaging
in self-enhancing biases to support the idea that one is self-sufficient and
worthy. In contrast, in interdependent cultures, individuals consider them-
selves as part of an encompassing social unit, and as a result, are encouraged
to adjust behavior to maintain meaningful social relationships (Kitayama,
Markus, Matsumoto, & Norasakkunkit, 1997). In such cultures, modesty
and acquiescence are accepted responses, making it unwise for one to stand
out or explicitly express self-confidence. In the present study, although the
Japanese students attributed lack of effort and preparation, as well as inap-
propriate strategy use, to failure more than the Thai students did, the results
showed a self-critical tendency among both the Thai and Japanese students.

This finding has some important pedagogical implications. Firstly, from
the teacher’s standpoint, cultural sensitivities must be considered. Teach-
ers from Western countries teaching in non-Western ones should consider
the culture when creating tasks and syllabi, as well as when engaging the
students. Although most teachers may be aware of cultural differences and
take them into account when dealing with areas such as pragmatics, they
also need to keep in mind the effect the culture has on a student’s view of
performance. It cannot simply be assumed that all students have the same
perceptions and preferences regarding learning styles, teachers and class-
room environments, and classroom activities.
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Secondly, based on Weiner’s (1979) dimensional classification, both abil-
ity and effort can be categorized as internal attributions. However, the ma-
jor difference is that the former is considered as stable and uncontrollable
whereas the latter is deemed unstable and controllable. According to Weiner,
internal attributions produce greater changes in the self-esteem affect than
external attributions, stable attributions are more concerned with expect-
ancy for success or failure, and controllable attributions are more closely
related to persistence than uncontrollable attributions. Considering this, it
seems that our participants’ tendency to blame lack of ability for failure is
more problematic than their tendency to blame lack of effort. In school set-
tings, for example, it is not hard to imagine that students who continue to
fail on a certain task have a lower expectancy for success, and consequently
become less persistent on future achievement tasks. Future failure is then
seen as unavoidable, and learned helplessness is then reinforced.

There is hope for the student, however. Previous research has suggested
that student perseverance is improved when attributions for failure are
changed from internal, uncontrollable factors (such as poor ability) to
internal and controllable ones (such as lack of effort). If this is true, then
teacher feedback and well-designed tasks can be used to help change stu-
dent attributions. When students perform poorly, a teacher’s response can
lead them to attribute their behavior to causes that are either facilitative
or debilitative. A teacher displaying disgust, for instance, implies a lack of
ability on the part of the student, whereas a teacher becoming irritated with
a student implies that the student has the ability but has simply not applied
it. Similarly, a student could also interpret too much praise or excessive help
from teachers as an indication of a low ability. Finally, tasks designed at an
appropriate level of difficulty, with clear goals and objectives related to the
curriculum, can also encourage students to attribute their failures to unsta-
ble, controllable factors—factors that do not guarantee failure in the future.

Current models of L2 acquisition take into account the fact that students’
perceptions in the FL classroom can affect learning outcomes. As attribu-
tions can influence students’ self-efficacy and directly affect their expecta-
tions of future success, teachers need to pay attention to how learners view
their successes and failures, which is directly related to how they make
sense of the learning environment. How students make attributions for
their failures, for example, may influence how they approach future tasks.
Since attributions are dynamic and permeable, teachers should be able to
affect the future causal attributions of students, changing the way students
view themselves as learners, how they create their own ideas of success and
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failure, and even how they view themselves and their progress in learning
a language. In other words, helping students to view success and failure as
outcomes that can be controlled may increase their expectancy for success
and lead to actual success in future endeavors.

There were obvious limitations to the present study. First, although the
Thai and Japanese students worked on a similar timeline and with similar
curricula, the contents of the classes and teaching methodologies were dif-
ferent, which may have affected the results. However, bearing in mind that it
is almost impossible to find identical groups with comparative studies such
as this one, the similarity between their learning histories and experience
lends weight to the results of the study.

Secondly, to avoid the possibility of obscuring the results of statistical
analyses, it was decided to have the participants report on only one activity.
As a result, it was not possible to take type of activity into consideration
when interpreting differences in attributional responses. Although there
are limits to self-report studies, the authors have attempted to shed light
on causal attributions for success and failure using a more quantitative ap-
proach, rather than the interpretive approach used in many of the previous
studies in our field (e.g., Ushioda, 2001; Williams & Burden, 1999).

It is clear that further research is needed. In the meantime, the research
reported here reminds us that the classroom is directly connected to a larger
social world. It is not within the scope of this paper to address the broader
social and political dimensions of motivation, which may change from cul-
ture to culture and situation to situation. If anything, the results of this study
point toward one important feature of the classroom setting: the teacher’s
role in developing student awareness of the boundaries and constraints that
may affect motivation.
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Appendix

Translation of Questionnaire for Successful and Unsuccessful
Learning Experience
(This appendix is a combined questionnaire created for brevity’s sake. In the

actual study, the students in the success group and the failure group received
questionnaires specifically related to either success or failure outcomes.)

I. Personal Data

Fill in the information which is appropriate to you
1. University:.....c.ceew.

3. Sex: Male () Female ()

Il. Perceptions of English Language Learning

1. Think about your past experience in the 1st semester English
class. Try to remember a time in which you did particularly WELL/
POORLY on an activity in the class. The activity you are think-
ing of might be listed below. If so, circle the activity. If the activ-
ity is not listed below, circle the “other. . " and describe the activ-
ity in the space provided. Be sure to choose only ONE activity.

1. Reading texts using appropriate strategies
2. Answering comprehension questions
3. Learning vocabulary
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4
5
6.
7. Reading quizzes and exams
8
9

Understanding grammar
Translating texts and passages from English
Reading and summarizing texts

Other reading activities
Understanding a listening passage using appropriate strategies

10. Listening and repetition/dictation
11.  Listening and note taking
12.  Listening quizzes and exams

13.  Other listening activities

14.  Giving a presentation and/or speech

15.  Role play

16.  Giving opinions/sharing ideas in class/groups
17.  Answering teacher’s questions

18.  Speaking quizzes and exams

19.  Other speaking activities

20.  Writing a summary

21.  Writing paragraphs

22.  Writing diaries and/or portfolios
23.  Writing a report

24.  Writing quizzes and exams

25.  Other writing activities

BN

There may have been many reasons why you did (WELL, POORLY) on
the activity you just circled. The following statements are possible rea-
sons why you might have done (WELL, POORLY). Read each statement
and fill in the appropriate space on the computer mark sheet to indicate
the extent to which you agree or disagree with each statement.

A Strongly disagree D Somewhat agree
B Disagree E Agree
C Somewhat disagree F Strongly agree

[ have strong/weak skills in English.

[ tried/didn’t try very hard.

[ used the right/wrong study or practice methods.
[ had interest/no interest in the activity.
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[ had good/bad luck.

The teacher’s instruction was appropriate/inappropriate.
The task was easy/difficult.

[ liked/didn’t like the atmosphere of the class.

[ had interest/no interest in getting a good grade.

10 [ was well-prepared/ill-prepared.

11. I'like/don’t like English.

12. The level of the class was appropriate/inappropriate.
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