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Abstract. College students periodically experience many challenges in pursuit of their educational 
goals. Such experiences can have deleterious effects on subsequent motivation and performance when 
they are perceived as negative. Research shows that some students who experience negative events 
are buffered against motivational deficits, whereas others are motivationally at-risk. Several individ- 
ual difference variables have been proposed to account for such diverse reactions. A longitudinal 
field study that involved three phases was conducted to extend this research. Phase I examined the 
motivational buffering effects of academic attributional style on students' performance, motivation, 
and emotions. Results indicated that attributional style related to students' performance, motivation, 
and emotions. Specifically, students who routinely made unstable and controllable attributions for 
negative academic events exhibited the greatest performance and motivation compared to students 
who typically made stable and uncontrollable attributions. Phases II and III were designed to examine 
the remedial benefits of attributional retraining for different attributional styles. Findings indicated 
that attributional retraining influenced motivation, emotions, and course grade. These results were 
qualified by the interaction between attributional style, attributional retraining, and time. Findings 
are discussed within Weiner's (1985, 1986) attribution theory. 

In at tempting to achieve their academic  goals, many  students will experience 
an array o f  negative events including poor  test performances.  Fortunately, mos t  
students have the capaci ty to withstand successfully the deleterious consequences  
o f  negative experiences. These  students are easily encouraged fol lowing minor  
setbacks and generally v iew poor  per formances  as surmountable.  Such individuals 
appear  to be buffered f rom motivat ional  deficits following negative academic  events 
(e.g., Ames,  1992; Dweck  & Leggett ,  1988; Perry & Magnusson,  1989). 
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In contrast, other students find poor performance situations threatening and 
have difficulty sustaining motivation on subsequent achievement tasks. In fact, 
if prolonged and perceived as unmanageable, such experiences have been shown 
to elicit stress (Folkman & Lazarus, 1985) and depression (Peterson & Barrett, 
1987), thereby placing students' futures in jeopardy. These students appear to have 
barriers to motivation and achievement following poor performances and, as a 
result, they are considered at-risk (Aspinwall & Taylor, 1992; Perry, 1991; Taylor, 
1991; Weiner, 1986). Several interventions exist that can potentially assist students 
in overcoming these setbacks. One relatively recent remedial intervention rooted 
in attribution theory is attributional retraining (Forsterling, 1985; Perry, Hechter, 
Menec, & Weinberg, 1993; Weiner, 1988). 

AN ATTRIBUTIONAL PERSPECTIVE 

According to Weiner's (1986) attributional theory, students who are confronted 
with a poor performance on a test search for the cause(s) of the event. Knowing the 
cause(s) of an outcome allows students to understand the situation and influences 
their motivation and behavior. The attributions for performance outcomes (e.g., 
ability, effort) can be classified along three causal dimensions that form a taxonom- 
ic structure: locus locates the cause of an event either within a person (intemal) or 
outside a person (external); stability distinguishes between causes that vary over 
time (unstable) and causes that do not (stable); and controllability differentiates 
causes that can be volitionally controlled (controllable) versus those that cannot 
be altered (uncontrollable). Depending on the attribution that is used to explain an 
outcome (e.g., ability, effort) and its dimensional properties (i.e., locus, stability, 
controllability), expectancies, emotions, and subsequent behaviors are differen- 
tially affected. Causes that are perceived as unstable and controllable, for exam- 
ple, are considered motivationally adaptive because they can be altered, whereas 
stable-uncontrollable attributions are motivationally maladaptive because they are 
unchangeable. To circumvent deficits generated by stable and uncontrollable per- 
ceptions of the cause of failure, some students may require assistance. Accordingly, 
researchers have focused on examining how remedial interventions such as attri- 
butional retraining minimize and even reverse the effects of such thoughts (e.g., 
Forsterling, 1985; Menec et al., 1994; Perry & Penner, 1990; Weiner, 1988; Wilson 
& Linville, 1982, 1985). 

ATTRIBUTIONAL RETRAINING 

Attributional retraining involves a set of procedures that are designed to restructure 
an individual's dysfunctional explanations for events to more functional ones. 
Suppose, for example, a student does poorly on an important test and attributes the 
poor performance to low ability. Because ability (aptitude) is commonly viewed as 
a stable and uncontrollable cause, the student would experience low expectations of 
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future success, hopelessness, and shame (e.g., Weiner, 1979, 1986). This student's 
low expectancy of future success and negative affect should combine to cause 
decrements in motivation, thereby negatively influencing subsequent persistence 
and performance in the course. However, if this student's attribution about the 
cause of his or her performance is changed to an unstable and controllable one 
(e.g., study strategy), then the student would be expected to have higher motivation 
because study strategy is perceived as alterable. This student should anticipate 
greater success if a different strategy is taken, feel more hopeful, and be more 
persistent in the course. 

Although there is a paucity of research applying attributional retraining to 
college students, the empirical evidence that does exist suggests that it can be 
applied successfully to assist high-risk students (Perry et al., 1993). Generally, 
students who receive attributional retraining perform better (Jesse & Gregory, 
1986-87; Noel, Forsyth, & Kelley, 1987; Perry & Magnusson, 1989; Perry & 
Penner, 1990; Van Overwalle & DeMetsenaere, 1990; Van Overwalle, Segebarth, 
& Goldchstein, 1989; Wilson & Linville, 1982, 1985) and experience lower attrition 
(Wilson & Linville, 1982, 1985) than students who do not. In addition, the effects 
of attributional retraining appear to be more pronounced depending on several 
individual difference variables (Menec et al., 1994; Perry & Magnusson, 1989; 
Perry & Penner, 1990). Specifically, students who are defined as at-risk according 
to their locus of control (external) and their perceived success (low), perform better 
and make more effective attributions following attributional retraining than do 
at-risk students who do not receive attributional retraining. 

There remain, however, several other factors that contribute to motivation and 
performance in college students that seem to be appropriate to incorporate with- 
in attributional retraining programs. One causal antecedent receiving increasing 
attention is attributional style or one's general tendency to explain events in a par- 
ticular manner (Abramson, Seligman, & Teasdale, 1978; Anderson, 1983; Burger 
& Huntzinger, 1985; Peterson, 1991 a, 1991 b; Peterson & Seligman, 1984; Russell, 
1991). In other words, students do not simply approach each achievement situation 
as a novel experience, but bring with them a preferred way of thinking about the 
causes of events. 

Although not exclusively (cf. Anderson, 1991; Anderson & Deuser, 1991), 
research on explanatory style has been grounded in the more recent reformulated 
learned helplessness theory (Abramson et al., 1978; Metalsky, Abramson, Selig- 
man, Semmel, & Peterson, 1982; Peterson & Seligman, 1984). In their theory of 
learned helplessness, Seligman and his colleagues (e.g., Abramson et al., 1978; 
Peterson & Seligman, 1984; Seligman & Elder, 1986) have examined explanatory 
style as a risk factor for depression. According to the theory, depression is more 
likely to occur in individuals who routinely make internal, stable, and global (i.e., 
generalizations of causal explanations over situations) attributions for failure; and 
recent research is beginning to show that this causal belief is relevant to achieve- 
ment events as well (Anderson, 1983; Compas, Forsythe, & Wagner, 1988; Follette 
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& Jacobson, 1987; Metalsky et al., 1982; Morgan, Owen, Miller, & Watts, 1986; 
Peterson & Barrett, 1987; Peterson, Colvin, & Lin, 1992; Petiprin & Johnson, 
1991). 

For the purpose of this study, several changes to previous attributional style 
research were adopted. First, attributional style was defined according to the sta- 
bility and controllability dimensions of Weiner's (1986) attribution theory, rather 
than by the locus, stability, and globality dimensions of Abramson et al.'s (1978) 
reformulated learned helplessness model. The rationale for our focus was that sta- 
bility and controllability attributions are important correlates of motivation and 
self-regulatory activities such as studying (Anderson, 1991; Anderson & Deuser, 
1991). Second, instead of only considering the most functional and dysfunctional 
attributional styles as is commonly found in the attfibutional style literature, this 
Study explored the four attributional styles created from a factorial combination 
of the stability (unstable, stable) and controllability (uncontrollable, controllable) 
causal dimensions of Weiner's model. This approach provided a more detailed and 
representative account of how attributional style interacts with attributional retrain- 
ing to influence motivation and performance. Third, a domain specific measure of 
attributional style was adopted. Because one's attributional style for academic 
achievement situations were expected to be more predictive in an academic setting 
rather than a general measure of attributional style, it should be a more powerful 
test of its effect. 

In sum, there were two primary goals in this study. The first was to determine 
whether certain attributionaI styles render students more or less at-risk to motiva- 
tional and performance deficits. The second goal was to examine the effects over 
time of attributional retraining on these students' motivation and performance. The 
design was longitudinal with three phases: Phase I involved an initial assessment 
of students' attributional style which began at the start of the academic year; Phase 
II involved attributional retraining and began at the start of the second semester; 
Phase III involved follow-up measures and grades which were obtained toward the 
end of the second semester. 

It was hypothesized that students with an unstable and controllable attributional 
style for failure would be more motivated and perform better than students with a 
stable and uncontrollable attributional style. Moreover, a complex three-way Attri- 
butional Style x Attributional Retraining x Time interaction was anticipated for 
motivation and emotion. Specifically, it was expected that students with a stable 
and uncontrollable attributional style who receive attributional retraining would 
experience the greatest motivation increase at Time 2 compared to Time 1. The 
reason for this hypothesis is that these students were most at-risk and therefore had 
the most to gain from attributional retraining. The least amount of motivational 
change was expected to occur in students with an unstable and controllable attri- 
butional style who did not received attributional retraining. Our rationale was that 
these students were already thinking in a motivationally functional way and there 
was no intervention to accentuate their motivation. 
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Method 

SUBJECTS 

The participants in Phase I were 433 Introductory Psychology students attending an 
Anglophone university in central Canada who received course credit in exchange 
for their participation. Most students were between 21 and 24 years of age and were 
enrolled in an array of faculties including: Arts; Human Ecology; Engineering; 
Management; Education; Science; Physical Education; Nursing; and Social Work. 
The final number of participants in Phase III was 257 of the 385 (67.0%) students 
who also participated in Phase II. 

Phases I and III 

MATERIALS 

Key variables for this study were selected from two larger questionnaires that were 
used to measure several individual differences among other variables in college 
students at the beginning (Phase I) and the end (Phase III) of the academic year. l 
For the purpose of this study, the following measures were selected from the 
questionnaires. 

Attributional Style for Poor Academic Performances. Using a procedure recom- 
mended by Russell (1991), Russell's (1982) Causal Dimension Scale (CDS) was 
used in Phase I to measure students' typical causal ascriptions for failure and the 
dimensional properties associated with those ascriptions (locus, stability, control- 
lability). The CDS is a 9-item scale assessing three dominant causal dimensions 
used by individuals following negative achievement events. It consists of three 
items for locus (a = .87), three items for stability (a = .84), and three items for 
controllability (a = .73). Consistent with Weiner's (1983) advice, students rated the 
dimensional property of the most dominant reason for their poor test performance. 
Students were presented with a list of 6 causal ascriptions from which to choose 
the dominant cause: academic ability, academic effort, luck, academic strategy, 
teacher/professor, and test difficulty. Each relevant subscale related to this choice 
was computed by summing its respective items. 

Students' were then categorized into one of four attributional styles based on a 
median split procedure. To omit potential overlap among the different attributional 
styles, students who scored on the median were omitted from the analyses. Thus, 
depending on whether they scored below or above the median of the stability (Mdn 
= 17) and the controllability (Mdn = 19) dimensions, students were judged to 
exhibit one of four attributional styles: unstable-uncontrollable (us-uc), unstable- 
controllable (us-c), stable-uncontrollable (s-uc), or stable- controllable (s-c). 
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Performance. Students' self-reported score on their first introductory psychology 
test was assessed at Phase I using a 10-point Likert scale ranging from (1) 0-10% 
to (10) 91-100% (M-- 4.55, SD = 2.62). At the end of  the academic year (Phase III) 
students' introductory psychology course letter grades were obtained from their 
course instructors (M = 4.58, SD = 1.66, Range 1 = F to 8 = A+). 

Motivation. Students' motivation was measured using three items related to 
expectations and importance for success: How well the students expected to do this 
year in their introductory psychology course (Phase I M = 3.35, SD = 3.02, Phase 
III M -  6.69, SD = 1.83); How important it was for students to do well this year in 
their introductory psychology course (Phase I M - 3.74, SD = 3.35, Phase III M = 
7.48, SD = 1.92); and How important it was for students to do well overall (Phase 
I M =  3.85, SD = 3.67, Phase III M =  7.95, SD = 1.85). The items were measured 
using 10-point Likert scales ranging from (1) not well at all, not at all important, 
to (10) very well, extremely important and were summed to create a composite 
motivation measure (Phase I M-- 10.94, SD = 9.89, a = .98, Phase III M =  22.10, 
SD = 4.53, a - .73). Our rationale for summing these three items was guided by 
the assumption that motivation is a function of  expectations and value. 

Affects. Two emotions were assessed. Students were asked to what extent hope 
(Phase I M = 3.29, SD = 2.93, Phase III M = 6.27, SD = 2.10) and guilt (Phase 
I M = 2.23, SD = 1.80, Phase III M = 3.74, SD = 2.53) described how they felt 
about their performance in their introductory psychology course. The responses 
were measured using 10-point Likert scales ranging from (1) Not at all to (I0) A 
great deal. Hope and guilt were chosen because of  their respective linkage to the 
stability and controllability causal dimensions (Weiner, 1986; Weiner, Graham, & 
Chandler, 1982) and their proposed motivational enhancing effects on performance 
(Covington & Omelich, 1984; Van Overwalle, Mervielde, & De Schuyter, 1995; 
Weiner, 1986). 

Phase II 

MATERIALS 

The second phase involved the attfibutional retraining intervention. A combination 
of  persuasion, information, videotape, and in vivo discussion/mental simulation 
was administered. The attributional retraining variable consisted of  two levels: 
videotape plus discussion, and a control group. In the videotape plus discussion 
group, students were told that the experiment was about the complexities of  college 
life and how students adjusted to such experiences. In addition, they were told 
that students'  beliefs about poor performances could influence subsequent tests 
and what they could do to have such beliefs work for them rather than against 
them. Then the participants viewed an 8-minute videotape in which two university 
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students (one male, one female), who were introduced by a psychology professor, 
discussed doing poorly on a test (see also Wilson & Linville, 1982, 1985). Both 
students indicated that they first attributed their poor performance to low ability but 
then after speaking with a friend realized that their poor performance was due to low 
effort and poor study strategy. In addition, the students highlighted the unstable 
and controllable nature of these causes. Toward the end of the videotape, the 
students indicated that they felt better about themselves and that their motivation 
and performance improved as a result of changing their way of thinking. The 
professor concluded the videotape by reiterating the important points raised by the 
students. 

In the discussion scgrnent, groups of approximately 40 students were directed 
to break into smaller groups of 2 to 6 to facilitate the discussion and mental 
simulation of altemativc causes for negative academic events. More specifically, 
they were instructed to think about a test on which they had done poorly, and 
to think about three reasons for why they had done poorly. Moreover, they were 
asked to generate a list of these reasons. Following this 5-minute discussion, 
the small groups of between 2 to 6 were reassembled into the larger group of 
approximately 40 students. An elected spokcsperson for each small group reported 
the group's findings to the group at large, and the experirnentcr compiled a master 
list on an overhead for display. The list was discussed with the larger group for an 
additional I0 minutes in terms of ineffective and effective attributions. During the 
discussion, attributions such as effort, strategy, and procrastination were portrayed 
as effective because they are unstable and controllable. In contrast, attributions such 
as ability and the professor were described as ineffective because they are stable 
and uncontrollable. The discussion was facilitated by the experimenter, who posed 
questions to the students about the various attributions and their effectiveness or 
ineffectiveness. 

The control group attended a regular session like the treatment condition. They 
received a similar set of instructions except the last statement about having their 
beliefs work for them rather than against them was omitted. Next, they watched 
eight minutes era psychology videotape lecture on sex roles and then were directed 
to break into smaller groups of 2 to 6. Then, they were instructed to discuss and list 
the three most important points raised in the lecture and to select a spokesperson 
from each group to record and verbally relay the important points to the group at 
large and to the experimenter. Following the 5-minute discussion of the points, the 
discussion groups were reassembled into one large group. Subsequently, the exper- 
imenter recorded the responses on an overhead for display and briefly discussed 
the points for an additional 10 minutes. 

PROCEDURE 

In Phase I, which began at the beginning of the first semester (October 1993) 
following the first test in introductory psychology, groups of approximately 40 stu- 
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dents were administered the Phase I questionnaire containing the Causal Dimen- 
sion Scale, motivation, emotion, and performmace items. Students read a general 
overview of  the study which described the nature of  the study and what they were 
to do during the session. In Phase II which began at the beginning of  the sec- 
ond semester (January 1994), attributional retraining conditions were randomly 
assigned to groups o f  students. Through a subject solicitation procedure, approxi- 
mately half  of  the students were assigned to the attributional retraining condition, 
while the other half  were assigned to the control condition. Students in the attri- 
butional retraining and the control group undertook a number of  tasks described 
earlier. 

Toward the end of  the second semester in Phase III (March 1994), students 
filled out a follow-up questionnaire which generally concerned their performance 
thus far in their introductory psychology course. Subsequently, final grades were 
obtained from course instructors for students who provided consent. Students were 
debriefed by providing a written summary of  the research and expected findings as 
well as a phone number they could call if they had any questions. 

Results 

Three analyses were conducted. First, one-way ANOVAs were performed on the 
attributional style independent variable for the performance, motivation, and emo- 
tion dependent variables at Phase I. 5 The purpose of  this analysis was to identify 
students who were more or less at-risk to performance and motivational deficits 
according to their attributional style. Second, AttributionaI Style (s-c, s-uc, us- 
c, us-uc) x Attributional Retraining (control, retraining) x Time (time 1, time 3) 
ANOVAs were conducted for the motivation and emotion dependent variables mea- 
sured at Phases I and III. This analysis was conducted in order to show changes 
in motivation and emotion associated with attributional retraining and over time. 
Third, an Attributional Style x Attributional Retraining between group ANOVA 
was conducted on students' introductory psychology course letter grade (Phase Ill) 
to show the effects of  these independent variables on students' performance. The 
results are framed according to these analyses. 

ATTRIBUTIONAL STYLE EFFECTS 

Significant and meaningful relationships were found between attributional style 
and each of  the dependent variables at Phase I: introductory psychology test 1, F(3, 
428) = 32.50,p = .001, w 2 = .23; motivation, F(3,422) = 67.85,p -- .001, w 2 = .38; 
guilt, F(3 ,429)  = 20.04,p = .001, to 2 = .15; hope, F(3,428) = 55.11,p = .001, w 2 
= .33. Students who exhibited the most dysfunctional attributional style - that is, 
students who typically make stable-uncontrollable attributions for poor academic 
performances - reported lower performance, motivation, guilt, and hope than stu- 
dents who exhibited the most functional attributional style (unstable-controllable) 
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Table I. Attributional style mean comparisons for Phase I 
dependent variables. 

Attributional style 

Dependent S--C S--UC US--C US-UC 

variables M M M M 

n ~ 5 6  n ~ 1 3 0  n , ,~103  n ~ 1 3 6  

Test #1 3.88 ~ 3.41 b~ 6.44 ~ba 4.79 ca 

Motivation 7.32 ae 5.38 be 20.43 aba 11.93 eae 

Guilt 1.71 '~ 1.62 ~e 3.26 'zba 2.36 c'~ 

Hope 2.37 ae 1.73 ~ 5.87 aba 3.56 ~ae 

Significant differences within each DV are indicated by similar 
letters: S = stable, US = unstable, C = controllable, UC = 
uncontrallable. Due to missing data, the actual ns in each of  
the cells varied by as much as three subjects across dependent 
variables. The ns reported are the mean n s  across dependent 
variables. 
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and students who exhibited an unstable-uncontrollable attributional style-see Table 
I. (Note that all comparisons were tested using a Bonferroni critical t = 2.65,p<.05.) 
In addition, students displaying the unstable-controllable (most functional) attri- 
butional style reported greater performance, motivation, guilt, and hope than did 
students who exhibited stable-controllable and unstable-uncontrollable styles. Two 
additional significant findings were detected between the stable-controllable attri- 
butional style and the unstable-uncontrollable attributional style for motivation 
and hope. Students displaying the unstable and uncontrollable style were more 
motivated and hopeful than were students exhibiting a stable-controllable style. 

ATTRIBUTIONAL STYLE X ATTRIBUTIONAL RETRAINING X TIME EFFECTS 

Repeated measures were taken on Phases I and III for students' motivation and 
emotions (guilt, hope). These data were analyzed using attributional styles by 
attributional retraining by time ANOVAs. In these analyses, the first two factors 
constituted between-group variables, and the third factor was a within-subjects 
variable. Supporting our hypotheses, an attributional style by attributional retraining 
by time interaction emerged for motivation and emotions: for motivation, F(3,250) 
= 3.18,p = .025, w 2= .06, for guilt, F(3,254) = 3.58, p = .014, w2= .07, and for 
hope, F(3, 254) -- 4.09, p = .007, w 2= .09. This interaction effect was substantive, 
accounting for between 6.0 and 9.0% of the variance in the dependent variables. 

Given these results, the effects were probed further using simple time com- 
parisons across each level of attributional style and attributional retraining - see 
Table II for means and comparisons. We expected that attributional retraining 
would cause greater change in students' motivation and emotions over time for the 
stable-controllable, stable-uncontrollable, and the unstable-uncontrollable attribu- 
tional styles because they were the most at-risk to motivational and emotional 
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deficits. We did not expect any change for the unstable-controllable attributional 
style condition because they were the least at-risk, and therefore should be the least 
receptive to attributional retraining. Moreover, we did not expect that the control 
group would experience any change in motivation and emotions over time. 

These hypotheses were partially confirmed. Students displaying stable- 
controllable, stable-uncontrollable, and unstable-uncontrollable attributional styles 
who received attributional retraining showed significant or marginally significant 
increases in motivation, guilt, and hope over t ime-  see Table II. Unexpected was the 
finding that the control group demonstrated similar changes for motivation, guilt, 
and hope. However, the latter changes were not as great as the changes for the attri- 
butional retraining condition. In Table II (time 3), it can be seen that attributional 
retraining increased guilt feelings less for the stable-controllable group compared 
to the control group. In the opposite direction, however, was the finding that feelings 
of guilt had greater increase for stable-uncontrollable students following attribut- 
ional retraining compared to the control group. In addition, one significant simple 
attributional retraining effect occurred for the unstable-uncontrollable group on 
hope. Students who received attributional retraining were more hopeful (time 3) 
than were students in the control condition. One further finding for the control group 
was that guik increased over time for the least at-risk group (unstable-controllable 
attributional style). Specifically, students at time 3 reported more guilt than at time 
1. 

ATTRIBUTIONAL STYLE • ATTRIBUTIONAL RETRAINING EFFECT ON COURSE 
GRADE 

A significant attributional style by attributional retraining ANOVA emerged for 
students' letter grade in their introductory psychology course, F(3,244) = 3.07, p 
= .028, to 2 = .06. The effect of attributional retraining for each level of attributional 
style was probed further by comparing the control group to the attributional retrain- 
ing group for each attributional style. One significant effect was found for students' 
letter grade in their introductory psychology course- see Table III. Students in the 
unstable-uncontrollable attributional style group who received attributional retrain- 
ing performed significantly better (B letter grade) than did students in the control 
group (C+ letter grade). 

Discussion 

Overall, Phase I examined relationships among attributional style and students' 
performance, motivation, and emotions. The purpose of Phase I was to identify 
whether persons who exhibited specific attributional styles were more or less at- 
risk for performance and motivational deficits. As hypothesized, the results showed 
that students' attributional style was related to their performance, motivation, and 
emotion. Specifically, students who exhibited a stable-uncontrollable attributional 
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Table III. Attributional retraining x attribut- 
ional style means for grades 

s-C s-uc us-~C US-UC 

CG 4.90 5.07 4.86 4.29" 
(21) (40) (36) (48) 

AR 5.60 4.57 4.70 5.14 a 
(15) (37) (23) (28) 

Significant differences are indicated by simi- 
lar letters, p < .05, 0 = n/cell; S = stable, US 
= unstable, C = controllable, UC = uncontrol- 
lable, CG = control group, AR = attributional 
retraining group. 

style were the most maladaptive in terms of performance, motivation, and emotion. 
In contrast, students who routinely made unstable-controllable attributions were 
the most adaptive. Phase I suggests that attributional style, defined by the stability 
and controllability causal dimension of Weiner's (1986) attribution theory, should 
be considered in identifying motivationally at-risk college students, particularly 
given the percentage of variance accounted for by these characteristics-between 
15 and 38%. 

Because attributional retraining was proposed to influence motivation, emo- 
tions, and performance, Phase II focused on the effects of attributional retraining 
for students from Phase I who were identified as more or less at-risk according 
to their attributional styles. These effects were examined for students' motivation 
and emotion over time and for course grade. Generally, a significant attributional 
style by attributional retraining by time effect emerged for students' motivation and 
emotions, showing that, although at-risk students' motivation improved over time 
without attributional retraining, it was enhanced further by attributional retraining. 
Compared to the control group, students who exhibited a dysfunctional attribut- 
ional style (stable-controllable) were less likely to experience guilt after receiving 
attributional retraining. However, students in the stable-uncontrollable condition 
who received attributional retraining reported greater guilt compared to the con- 
trol group. In addition, unstable-uncontrollable students who received attributional 
retraining reported being significantly more hopeful than the control group. 

Moreover, an attributional style by attributional retraining effect emerged 
for introductory psychology course grade. Students who exhibited an unstable- 
uncontrollable attributional style showed significant increases in their course letter 
grade following attributional retraining compared to the control group. Thus, attri- 
butional retraining had a positive impact on the course grade of some students. 

Several advancements over previous research have been made in this study. 
First, this study identified attributional style as an important correlate of students' 
performance, motivation, and emotions. Previous research had examined the effects 
of attributional style using the reformulated learned helplessness model (e.g., Peter- 
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son & Barrett, 1987) with little attention to the controllability causal dimension 
(of. Anderson, 1991). 

Second, this research was guided by Weiner's (1986) attribution theory rather 
than Abramson, Seligman, and Teasdale's (1978) reformulated learned helplessness 
theory. Weiner's theory incorporates the controllability causal dimension to explain, 
in part, how attributions influence motivation and performance in achievement- 
oriented situations. In contrast, Abramson et al.'s theory incorporates globality to 
explain, in part, depression and helplessness for noncontingent events. 

Third, extending previous attributional style research, this study has pro- 
vided greater precision by examining four attfibutional styles defined by 
Weiner's (1986) theory (unstable-uncontrollable, trustable-controllable, stable- 
uncontrollable, unstable-controllable) rather than the two extreme styles (i.e., pes- 
simistic vs. optimistic) examined by Peterson and his colleagues and defined by 
the reformulated learned helplessness theory (Abramson et al., 1978). By doing 
this, we have shown that other attributional styles relate differently to motivation, 
emotion, and performance, and therefore, can be used to identify students who are 
at-risk to motivation, emotion, and performance deficits. 

This study also adopted a domain specific approach to measuring attributional 
style. Thus, although previous attributional style research has used a broad approach 
by assessing attributional style across different situations (e.g. Seligman, Abram- 
son, Semmel, & Von Baeyer, 1979, Metalsky et al., 1982), this study examined 
attributional style for poor academic performances in college students. Such speci- 
ficity may have contributed to honing in on motivational and performance factors 
that are unique to an academic setting. For example, attributional style may be 
different, and operate differently, depending on the domain of application such as 
well-being versus academic achievement settings. 

In addition to extending the ways that attributional style is measured, this 
study expanded the range of academically-related dependent variables measured in 
previous research by assessing motivation and affects. Previous research has shown 
that, compared to a dysfunctional attributional style (also labelled pessimistic or 
depressive explanatory style), a functional attributional style (also referred to as 
an optimistic explanatory style) positively relates to depression (Metalsky et al., 
1982), helplessness (Peterson, Colvin, & Lin, 1992), visits to an academic advisor, 
goals, and GPA, even after controlling for ability, depression, and gender effects 
(Peterson & Barrett, 1987). This study adds motivation, guilt, and hope to the list 
of variables related to attributional style. 

It may also be useful to note that this study extended research on attributional 
style effects and retraining to an Anglophone Canadian context. Thus, our work 
tends to support conclusions implied by Van Overwalle et al. (1989, 1990, 1995) 
and Forsterling (1985) that these effects tend to generalize among at least Western 
nations. 

This study also involved some technical advances in attributional retraining. 
A comprehensive procedure was used in this study involving a combination of 
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attributional retraining techniques. These techniques included persuasion, the pro- 
vision of  information, the use of  videotapes, discussion, and the use  of  written 
documents, among others. Many of  these might be applied by faculty in the college 
classroom to assist at-risk students. The extent to which such remedial techniques 
can be transferred to an actual classroom setting, however, remains a crucial issue. 
Future research that focuses on the classroom context would be an asset. 

College instructors who understand how students' academic achievement is 
affected by their attributions for their academic performance and how they can 
alter such ways of  thinking when they are deemed dysfunctional will be better 
equipped to teach students more effectively. For example, following performance 
feedback, when faculty hear students claim that they did poorly because they are 
"dumb" or because of  something they have no control over (stable-uncontrollable 
attribution), they can engage in rudimentary attributional retraining. Instructors can 
encourage students to think differently about the causes of  their performance by 
noting that "if  you were dumb you would not be at university." 

Of  course, such brief and spontaneous exchanges are only a proxy for precise, 
intensive, and formal attributional retraining sessions conducted by trained indi- 
viduals. Unfortunately, little research has been conducted on the application and 
benefits of  attributional retraining by course instructors. Equally lacking has been 
research on the possible abuses of  attributional retraining through its misappli- 
cation. For instance, students who perform well but are led to believe that their 
success has been largely due to their effort and not their ability may suffer self- 
worth deficits. In addition, it is also important to consider ethical issues associated 
with attributional retraining. Van Overwalle et al. (1989) stressed the implications 
of  engaging in attributional retraining with low ability students. College students 
with low ability, who are trained to believe that their poor performance was a result 
of  low effort, may continue to persist and fail, resulting in self-esteem deficits (see 
Perry et al., 1993, for a review of  these issues). 

Thus, although significant effects emerged in this study for attributional style 
and its combination with attributional retraining on students motivation, emotion, 
and achievement, these results are only an initial step in addressing central issues 
of  application. 

Notes 

i The purposes of the questionnaire were threefold: first, to measure several variables for this 
study; second, to measure other variables to be used in additional studies from a larger research 
program; and third, to prescreen participants for future studies. 

2 Because the stability and controllability causal dimensions were measured using a continuous 
scale, a regression analysis was also conducted for the Phase I data. This analysis generated to 
new findings, and we elected to report the results of our ANOVA for Phase I because of the ways 
in which attributional theorists have used categorical distinctions to express their arguments and 
because ANOVA was more appropriate for assessing effects for Phase 1L 
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