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Abstract

Transitions to novel achievement settings are often accompanied by unfamiliar
learning conditions and unanticipated failure that undermine how individuals
adapt to such situations. For first-year students, the transition to college is imbued
with adverse learning conditions that can result in decreased motivation and aca-
demic performance. This study examined the efficacy of a motivation-enhancing
treatment, attributional retraining (AR), to assist students who are at risk because of
a high-failure avoidance orientation (tendency to maintain self-worth by avoiding
failure). For high- (but not low) failure avoidance students, AR fostered an adaptive
psychological mindset (course grade expectations, judgments of course responsibil-
ity) and better academic performance (course grade, grade point average). Findings
suggest the utility of AR to offset the negative effects of a high-failure avoidance self-
worth orientation.

The shift from high school to university marks the beginning
of a new chapter in the lives of young adults. Many first-year
students thrive during this transition: They establish new
social networks, enjoy increased independence, and begin a
process of self-discovery. Yet for others, this transition can
be overwhelming rather than empowering (Pascarella &
Terenzini, 2005; Tinto, 1993). Novel achievement tasks, pres-
sures to excel, frequent failures, and critical career choices
result in a sizable number of students feeling out of control
(Perry, 1991). Hence, for these students, the first year of uni-
versity is perceived as a low-control environment “infused
with a disproportionate number of unpredictable achieve-
ment events or episodes” (Perry, 2003, p. 315). Such an
environment can negatively affect students’ academic per-
formance, motivation, and personal well-being. Research
by Perry, Hladkyj, Pekrun, and Pelletier (2001) suggests a
paradox of failure whereby a surprising number of seemingly
bright high school graduates unexpectedly fail to adapt to
their new university achievement setting. In fact, it has been
reported that approximately 20%–27% of first-year students
do not return for the second year of university (Canadian
Council on Learning, 2007; Geraghty, 1996).

Explanations for this phenomenon are many and varied:
large class sizes, minimal student–teacher interactions,
skill-set deficiencies on the part of the students, and inad-
equate teaching are among the possibilities. However, one
increasingly supported position involves a focus on student
motivation. It has been suggested that underperformance
occurs as students struggle to stay motivated in the face of
greater personal and career demands and an increased likeli-
hood of failure (Perry, Hall, & Ruthig, 2005). In order to assist
students during the transition from high school to university,
interventions designed to bolster motivation may be par-
ticularly useful. Attributional retraining (AR) is one such
cognitive treatment intervention that has been empirically
demonstrated to increase motivation and improve academic
performance among first-year students (for reviews, see
Forsterling, 1985; Haynes, Perry, Stupnisky, & Daniels, 2009;
Perry, Hechter, Menec, & Weinberg, 1993).

To maximize the effectiveness of AR, it is important to
identify which individual differences put students most at
risk for maladaptive attributions, low motivation, and aca-
demic failure. In this study, we examined whether failure
avoidance, as an individual difference variable, moderates the
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effectiveness of AR. In achievement settings, students often
equate academic success with positive feelings of self-worth,
which can lead to equating academic failure with feelings of
worthlessness (Covington, 1984). With underperformance
not an uncommon outcome in first-year university (Perry,
1991; Perry et al., 2005), students must develop strategies to
protect their self-worth in the face of such failure (i.e., self-
worth orientation). The present study focuses on students
who possess a failure avoidance orientation, which represents
a psychological mindset intended to maintain self-worth
simply by avoiding failure with little regard for actually
approaching success (Covington, 1984). This study examines
the efficacy of an AR treatment intervention for students who
are at risk because of a high-failure avoidance orientation.

Attribution theory and AR

Attributional retraining is a motivation-enhancing treatment
based on Weiner’s (1985, 1995, 2011) attribution theory of
achievement motivation and emotion. Attribution theory
provides an account of human motivation by positing that a
process of “causal search” is initiated in response to impor-
tant, unexpected, and/or negative events. That is, when an
important, unexpected, or negative outcome occurs, individ-
uals engage in a cognitive process whereby they search for and
ultimately decide upon the cause of the outcome. Although
there are an infinite number of causal explanations (attribu-
tions) for why a given outcome has occurred, Weiner’s theory
is notable in its capacity to classify all conceivable attributions
along three underlying dimensions.

The locus of causality dimension serves to classify attribu-
tions as either internal or external to the self. The stability
dimension classifies attributions as either enduring or tem-
porary over time. Finally, the controllability dimension clas-
sifies attributions according to whether they can be modified
by an individual or others, or cannot be modified by anyone.
For example, a student could attribute poor performance on
an exam to a lack of effort (internal, unstable, controllable),
a lack of ability (internal, stable, uncontrollable), or bad luck
(external, unstable, uncontrollable). Attributing failure to an
internal, unstable, controllable cause (e.g., lack of effort) is
considered adaptive because it encourages personal respon-
sibility and allows for the possibility of future improvement.

As a cognitive-restructuring technique, AR prompts stu-
dents to reconsider their attributions for poor academic
performance, while simultaneously encouraging them to
take more personal responsibility for academic outcomes.
Imagine a hypothetical situation where a student attributes
failure on an exam to a lack of ability (i.e., an internal, stable,
uncontrollable attribution). Such an attribution implies that
nothing can be done to improve performance and is therefore
likely to lead to reduced self-esteem, as well as negative emo-
tions such as shame and hopelessness (Peterson & Barrett,

1987; Weiner, 1985). In an AR treatment session, a student
who makes an internal, stable, uncontrollable attribution for
failure would be encouraged to re-attribute failure to an inter-
nal, unstable, controllable cause, such as a lack of effort or
bad strategy (e.g.,“I did not study enough,”or“I did not study
effectively”). This described shift from maladaptive to adap-
tive attributions constitutes a fundamental aspect of AR.

Past research has documented the effectiveness of AR
treatment programs to modify causal attributions (Haynes,
Ruthig, Perry, Stupnisky, & Hall, 2006) and enhance motiva-
tion among university students (Haynes, Daniels, Stupnisky,
Perry, & Hladkyj, 2008). Additionally, students who receive AR
have outperformed their no-AR peers in terms of test scores
(Perry, Stupnisky, Hall, Chipperfield, & Weiner, 2010), final
grades in a two-semester course (Hall, Perry, Chipperfield,
Clifton, & Haynes, 2006), and first-year grade point average
(GPA; Haynes et al., 2006, 2008). Furthermore, students who
receive AR drop fewer courses throughout the academic
year (Ruthig, Perry, Hall, & Hladkyj, 2004) and are less likely to
fail a two-semester course when compared with their no-AR
counterparts (Haynes Stewart et al., 2011). In many of these
studies, findings have demonstrated that the effects of AR are
often more pronounced among certain types of students as
manifested in an aptitude by treatment interaction pattern of
results (Hayneset al.,2009).Simplyput,aptitudebytreatment
patterns emerge when an AR treatment is more efficacious for
students who are at an increased risk for low motivation.

Aptitude by treatment interaction

Previous research has highlighted differential treatment
effects according to student differences involving perceived
success (Perry & Struthers, 1994), optimism (Ruthig et al.,
2004),andperceivedcontrol(Hallet al.,2006).Ineachof these
studies,AR was more beneficial for students who were consid-
ered at risk based on these individual differences (i.e., students
with low levels of perceived success; students who are unrealis-
tically optimistic; and students with low levels of perceived
control). In these instances, the differential effects of AR on
academic development for low- versus high-risk students
provides confidence in the capacity of AR to help students
most in need. It is therefore important for AR researchers
to continue to investigate potential moderators of AR. This
study investigates an important individual difference variable
that has yet to be considered, namely, failure avoidance.

Self-worth theory and
failure avoidance

Covington’s (1984, 1992, 1993, 1998) self-worth theory of
achievement motivation contends that our primary objective
in life is growing, protecting, and enhancing our self-worth.
This theory presupposes that the search for self-worth is of
singular importance for humans and therefore considerably
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impacts our achievement behaviors. In academic settings,
self-worth often becomes equated with the ability to achieve
competitively. When self-worth is equated with the ability to
achieve, an unfortunate implication of failure is a feeling of
worthlessness, low ability, or incompetence.

Informed by Atkinson’s (1957) theory of achievement
motivation, research by Covington (1984) has suggested that
students’ self-worth can be tied to achievement outcomes in a
number of qualitatively different ways. Covington’s classifi-
cation scheme suggests that all individuals can be described in
terms of two relatively stable motives, a motive to approach
success and a motive to avoid failure. By combining these two
motives into a two-by-two matrix, Covington describes four
distinct typologies of self-worth in achievement settings:
over-striving, success orientation, failure acceptance, and
failure avoidance. Each of these categories represents a differ-
ent combination of approach and avoidance motives and is
characterized by different psychological and behavioral strat-
egies designed to protect and maintain self-worth in achieve-
ment settings.

Of particular interest in our study is Covington’s (1984)
notion of failure avoidance. Failure avoidance is typified by a
strong motivation to avoid failure, coupled with an unwill-
ingness to approach success. Covington’s theory suggests that
students with a high level of failure avoidance are likely to
attribute failure to uncontrollable causes. This is because
attributing failure to uncontrollable causes serves to protect
one’s sense of ability, thereby providing a very powerful
psychological benefit. Examples may include (a) multitask-
ing: I had so many things to do that I could only spend one
night working on my paper; (b) setting impossibly high goals:
It’s not me, my goal was just so ambitious that no one could
have reached it; and (c) admitting to a minor handicap: I am
not incompetent, I just get anxious when I write exams, or, I
may have failed, but it was only because I procrastinated when
I needed to study. Students with high levels of failure avoid-
ance may be more willing to admit to handicaps such as test
anxiety or procrastination to avoid the implication that
failure is due to lack of ability. Unfortunately, these self-
handicapping attributions are not particularly adaptive in
terms of future motivation and performance. As such,
among the different behaviors Covington outlines (i.e., over-
striving, success orientation, failure avoiding, failure accept-
ing), failure avoidance would be considered a less effective
way of maintaining self-worth and would be assumed to put
students at risk for failure.

Using AR to assist failure-prone students

This study examines the effects of an AR intervention on uni-
versity students who vary in terms of their level of failure
avoidance (low vs. high). To the extent that students with high
levels of failure avoidance are prone to maladaptive attribu-

tions and low motivation, they are particularly well suited to
AR, as it is designed to modify maladaptive attributions to
enhance motivation. Our main hypothesis is that AR will be
most effective for students with a high (vs. low) level of failure
avoidance. Among students with a low level of failure avoid-
ance, we do not expect to find any differences between the AR
and no-AR (control) groups. However, among the high-
failure avoidance students, we expect the AR treatment group
to show a more adaptive pattern of achievement-related cog-
nitions (e.g., course grade expectations, judgments of course
responsibility) as well as a greater level of academic achieve-
ment (e.g., final course percentage, GPA), compared with the
no-AR (control) group.

Method

Participants

Data for this study was obtained from the Motivation and
Academic Achievement (MAACH) database. The MAACH
database contains psychosocial data from 16 1-year cohorts
(n = 15,000+ students) that entered the University of Mani-
toba yearly from 1992 to 2008. The MAACH database links
each cohort questionnaire to the institutional Student Track-
ing System, the official records of students’ academic achieve-
ment (e.g., high school average, GPA, course withdrawals,
etc.). The 1993–1994 cohort was used in the present study
because this was the only cohort year in which all variables of
interest were assessed.

During the 1993–1994 academic year, 126 Introductory
Psychology students took part in the study. All students gave
informed consent and received experimental credit for their
participation. The majority of participants were in their first
year of university (n = 105), although some were in their
second year (n = 12) and some were missing data for this vari-
able (n = 9). The sample varied in age from 17 to 45+ with
most participants (56.60%) identifying as 17–18 years old.
Among the participants, 77 were female, 36 were male, and 13
did not specify gender. Students were enrolled in a range of
faculties with arts (n = 78) and science (n = 23) constituting
the majority.

Procedure

At the beginning of the two-semester academic year
(October), students completed a Time 1 questionnaire meas-
uring self-worth, causal attributions, and achievement-
related cognitions, as part of an omnibus survey. Students
returned to complete a second survey in January, and during
this second session, were randomly assigned to either the AR
treatment or no-AR (control) condition. Students in the
treatment condition received the AR treatment, whereas stu-
dents in the control condition received a filler questionnaire.
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All participants then watched a videotaped lecture on the
topic of supply and demand, wrote an achievement test on the
lecture content, and completed a post-lecture questionnaire.
In March, students in both the AR treatment and control con-
ditions completed a Time 2 follow-up questionnaire (similar
to the Time 1 questionnaire). Finally, at the end of the aca-
demic year (May), consenting students’ grades were obtained
from course instructors and institutional records.

Independent variables and covariates

Attributional retraining

The AR treatment intervention consisted of two main com-
ponents: AR induction and AR consolidation (Haynes et al.,
2009). The AR induction component was designed to intro-
duce the concept of causal attribution and consisted of a
brief video depicting two university students discussing the
reasons (causes) for performing poorly at university. The
content of this videotape emphasized the functionality of
controllable attributions. A professor concluded this presen-
tation by reviewing the important points of the videotape to
specifically focus on the utility of controllable attributions.
Students then gathered in small discussion groups where they
discussed the three most important reasons for poor perfor-
mance, and subsequently reported these reasons to the
experimenter. The experimenter compiled a master list of
the reported reasons and subsequently used this list to
re-emphasize the difference between desirable and undesir-
able attributions. The decision to administer AR via vide-
otape was made based on the reported success of previous
interventions that used similar methods (e.g., Perry & Penner,
1990; Van Overwalle, Segebarth, & Goldchstein, 1989).

The AR consolidation phase immediately followed the AR
induction.AR consolidation consisted of a brief activity (out-
lined below) designed to promote deep processing of the AR
message and to help students apply the principles of AR to
their own lives. Past studies have employed a variety of differ-
ent AR consolidation techniques (for a review, see Haynes
et al., 2009). For instance, Hall, Chipperfield, Perry, Pekrun,
and Schonwetter (2001), as well as Noel, Forsyth, and Kelley
(1987), used a written assignment as their consolidation
component. Menec et al. (1994), along with Perry and Penner
(1990), used an achievement or aptitude test to consolidate
their AR induction.

This study incorporated a novel consolidation technique:
note-taking training. Note-taking training was selected as a
consolidation technique because it indirectly teaches stu-
dents that expending effort to take careful notes can lead to
better performance, thereby reinforcing the importance and
functionality of effort attributions. Students were divided
into small groups to discuss good and bad note-taking strat-
egies. The experimenter then reviewed useful note-taking

strategies and distributed a handout with additional note-
taking strategies. The structure of the note-taking handout
was based on previous research demonstrating the benefits of
study skill development on student learning (e.g., Ellis, 1991;
Fleet, Goodchild, & Zajchowski, 1990; Gall, Gall, Jacobson, &
Bullock, 1990; Longman & Atkinson, 1988).

Failure avoidance

A 5-item failure avoidance scale was derived from
Covington’s (1993) full self-worth scale. Items included “I
worry more about others criticizing my performance than
about their praising it” and “Whenever I do poorly at some-
thing, I worry that I don’t have the ability” (1 = not very true
of me, 5 = very true of me). The five items were summed to
create a failure avoidance score for each participant (α = .82,
range = 5.00–25.00, M = 14.84, SD = 4.52). To transform the
failure avoidance scores into an independent variable that
adequately distinguished between low and high levels of
failure avoidance, we used an extreme-split procedure to
select those participants who scored one quarter standard
deviation above or below the mean (14.84 ± 1.13). Students
who scored below this cutoff were considered to have
low levels of failure avoidance (n = 48, range = 5.00–13.00,
M = 10.54, SD = 2.23), and those above the cutoff were cat-
egorized as having high levels of failure avoidance (n = 51,
range = 16.00–25.00, M = 19.00, SD = 2.25). Although this
procedure decreased our total sample size by 13 subjects
(resulting in a loss of power), the trade-off resulted in an
independent variable that clearly distinguishes between low
and high levels of failure avoidance (cf., MacCallum, Zhang,
Preacher, & Rucker, 2002).

High school average (covariate)

Students’ high school average was obtained directly from
institutional records and was used as a covariate to control for
past academic achievement. High school average represents a
composite of students’ final grades in English, mathematics,
chemistry, and physics (range = 59%–91%, M = 73.91, SD =
7.25). To retain power, the mean was imputed for 16 partici-
pants whose data was missing (at random).

Dependent variables

To examine our premise that high-failure avoidance stu-
dents are motivationally at risk because of maladaptive cog-
nitions, we included a preliminary measure of students’
causal attributions. We then assessed two types of depend-
ent variables: achievement-related cognitions (course grade
expectations and judgments of course responsibility) and
actual academic performance (final course percentage and
GPA).
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Causal attributions

Students’ causal attributions were measured using four
subscales derived from a 12-item causality scale (Lefcourt,
von Baeyer, Ware, & Cox, 1979). Participants responded to
each item on a 10-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree,
10 = strongly agree). Examples of items included “If I were to
receive low marks, it would cause me to question my aca-
demic ability,” or “Often my poorer grades are obtained in
courses that the professor has failed to make interesting.” The
four subscales (each consisting of three items) derived from
this scale corresponded to measures of attributions to luck
(range = 3.00–23.00, M = 10.06, SD = 4.51), effort (range =
7.00–30.00, M = 23.82, SD = 4.56), ability (range = 8.00–
25.00, M = 16.12, SD = 3.59), and teacher effectiveness
(range = 3.00–27.00, M = 14.46, SD = 5.06).

Achievement-related cognitions

Students’ course grade expectations were assessed using the
item “What is your expected grade in your Introductory Psy-
chology course?” (1 = F, 8 = A+; range = 2.00–8.00, M = 4.52,
SD = 1.36). Students’ judgments of course responsibility
were assessed with the item “How responsible do you feel for
your performance in your Introductory Psychology course?”
(1 = not at all responsible, 10 = very responsible; range = 2.00–
10.00, M = 8.27, SD = 1.64). Concerns about potential
psychometric issues associated with the use of one-item
measures (e.g., being unable to calculate internal reliability)
were considered. However, these concerns were allayed by the
fact that one-item measures are frequently used to reliably
examine various phenomena (e.g., Ainley & Patrick, 2006;
DeSalvo et al., 2006; Menec et al., 1994) and by arguments
suggesting validity may be better served by proper interpreta-
tions than by the measure itself (McMillan, 2008; Messick,
1995).

Academic performance

Final course grade refers to students’ final course percentage
in their Introductory Psychology course. This measure con-
sists of a cumulative total of students’ performance on all
tests, assignments, essays, and exams during a two-semester
Introductory Psychology course. With students’ consent,
final percentages were obtained from course instructors at
the end of the academic year (range = 46.00%–88.00%,
M = 67.66%, SD = 9.36%). As a global indicator of learning
and performance, GPA consisted of an average of all grades
in all courses taken in the second semester (i.e., after the
administration of AR). With students’ consent, GPA was
obtained directly from institutional records. The GPA scale
is as follows: 4.5 = A+; 4.0 = A; 3.5 = B+; 3.0 = B; 2.5 = C+;
2.0 = C; 1.5 = D; ≤1.0 = F (range = .14–4.30, M = 2.46,
SD = .82).

Results

We tested our hypotheses using a treatment condition (no-
AR, AR) by failure avoidance (low, high) 2 × 2 analysis of
covariance (ANCOVA) model with high school average as the
covariate. Significant omnibus ANCOVA effects were fol-
lowed up with one-tailed directional t tests. One-tailed (vs.
two-tailed) t tests were chosen because of the specific direc-
tional hypothesis that high- (vs. low) failure avoidance stu-
dents are more at risk for failure and therefore are more likely
to benefit from AR.

Preliminary analyses

Causal attributions: low versus high
failure avoidance

To assess the premise that high-failure avoidance students
possess a particularly maladaptive cognitive mindset, we
compared the attributions of the high-failure avoidance stu-
dents with those of the low-failure avoidance students. Stu-
dents with high levels of failure avoidance (vs. low levels of
failure avoidance) were more likely to attribute failure to
uncontrollable causes including lack of ability, t(96) = 1.99,
p = .025 (M = 16.82, SD = 3.63 vs. M = 15.40, SD = 3.44) and
poor teaching, t(95) = 2.01, p = .024 (M = 15.47, SD = 5.74
vs. M = 13.44 SD = 4.05). These findings support the hypoth-
esis that students with high (vs. low) levels of failure
avoidance may be at risk for academic failure because of a
maladaptive cognitive mindset.

Main analyses

Achievement-related cognitions

For course grade expectations, a marginally significant inter-
action emerged between AR and failure avoidance, F(1,
72) = 3.78, p = .056 (see Figure 1). Among the low-failure
avoidance students, those in the AR and no-AR (control)
conditions had similar course grade expectations, t(32) =
.25, p = .404 (M = 4.65, SD = 1.30 vs. M = 4.54, SD = 1.30).
However, among high-failure avoidance students, those in
the AR condition expected a significantly higher grade com-
pared with their no-AR (control) counterparts, t(41) = 2.65,
p = .006 (M = 4.92, SD = 1.32 vs. M = 3.84, SD = 1.32). This
pattern suggests that AR positively affected course grade
expectations, but only for high-failure avoidance students.

For judgments of course responsibility, a significant
interaction emerged between AR and failure avoidance, F(1,
72) = 3.89, p = .052 (see Figure 2). Among students in the
no-AR (control) condition, those with low levels of failure
avoidance (vs. high levels of failure avoidance) felt signifi-
cantly more responsible for their course performance,
t(32) = 2.60, p = .007 (M = 9.00, SD = 1.60 vs. M = 7.56,
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SD = 1.62). However, in the AR treatment condition, both
low- and high-failure avoidance groups felt equally respon-
sible for their course performance, t(41) = .08, p = .468
(M = 8.28, SD = 1.60 vs. M = 8.32, SD = 1.62), suggesting AR
successfully mitigated an initial disparity between the low-
and high-failure avoidance students. Together, these analyses
suggest that AR alters the cognitive mindset of high-failure
avoidance students, but not low-failure avoidance students.

Academic performance

For final course percentage, a significant interaction emerged
between AR and failure avoidance, F(1, 80) = 4.61, p = .035

(see Figure 3). Note that among students in the no-AR
(control) condition, those with high levels of failure avoid-
ance earned significantly lower percentages than their
low-failure avoidance counterparts, t(36) = 2.38, p = .011
(M = 63.02, SD = 8.39 vs. M = 69.47, SD = 8.31). This pattern
was expected to the extent that high-failure avoidance stu-
dents are academically at risk relative to low-failure avoidance
students. Also note that among the low-failure avoidance
students, those who received AR achieved final percentages
that were statistically equivalent to those of the no-AR low-
failure avoidance students, t(42) = .60, p = .276 (M = 67.97,
SD = 8.27 vs. M = 69.47, SD = 8.31). This suggests that the AR
treatment was largely ineffective for the low-failure avoidance
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students. In contrast, among the high-failure avoidance stu-
dents, those in the AR treatment condition significantly out-
performed their no-AR (control) counterparts, t(39) = 2.43,
p = .010 (M = 69.40, SD = 8.29 vs. M = 63.02, SD = 8.39),
suggesting that AR treatment was beneficial for the students
with a high level of failure avoidance. Furthermore, within
the AR treatment condition, there were no significant differ-
ences between students with low versus high levels of failure
avoidance, t(45) = .59, p = .278 (M = 67.97, SD = 8.27 vs.
M = 69.40, SD = 8.29), suggesting that the AR intervention
worked to mitigate the initial inequalities between low- and
high-failure avoidance students.

A similar pattern of interaction between AR and failure
avoidance emerged for GPA, F(1, 87) = 5.52, p = .021 (see

Figure 4). Once again, among students in the no-AR
(control) condition, those with low levels of failure avoidance
outperformed their high-failure avoidance counterparts,
t(42) = 1.75, p = .044 (M = 2.56, SD = 7.30 vs. M = 2.18,
SD = 7.25). For the low-failure avoidance group, students in
the AR treatment condition and no-AR (control) condition
achieved similar GPAs, t(42) = .87, p = .200 (M = 2.37,
SD = 7.26 vs. M = 2.56, SD = 7.23), confirming that the
AR treatment was not particularly effective for the low-
failure avoidance students. Finally, among the high-failure
avoidance students, those in the AR treatment condition
outperformed their no-AR (control) counterparts, t(46) =
2.51, p = .008 (M = 2.70, SD = .73 vs. M = 2.18, SD = .73).
Once again, within the AR treatment condition, there were
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no significant differences between the low- and high-failure
avoidance students, t(46) = 1.58, p = .061 (M = 2.37, SD =
7.26 vs. M = 2.70, SD = 7.25).1

Discussion

The shift from high school to university constitutes a bench-
mark transition for young adults. Faced with unfamiliar aca-
demic subjects, varying lecture styles, and novel testing
formats, it becomes a challenge for students to sustain
motivation in an environment where failure is a relatively
common outcome. To assist struggling students, this study
demonstrated that a motivation-enhancing intervention,AR,
is particularly beneficial for students who are at risk of low
motivation because of a high level of failure avoidance (the
tendency to maintain self-worth by avoiding failure).

The role of AR to modify
achievement-related cognitions

Weiner’s (1985) attribution theory provides the basis for
expecting AR to produce cognitive changes in at-risk stu-
dents. AR is designed to modify students’ attributions for
poor performance by encouraging the use of controllable,
adaptive attributions (e.g., I did not study enough) over
uncontrollable, maladaptive attributions (e.g., I am not intel-
ligent). Given that AR encourages the use of adaptive attribu-
tions (i.e., internal, unstable, controllable), exposure to the
AR treatment should lead to a range of cognitive changes such
as greater expectations for future performance and stronger
judgments of responsibility regarding academic outcomes
(Perry, 2003; Weiner, 1985).Although many empirical studies
have demonstrated the effect of AR on achievement out-
comes such as course grades and GPA (for a review, see
Haynes et al., 2009), relatively few studies have documented
the effects of AR on achievement-related cognitions.

Our findings demonstrate that students who receive AR
have higher expectations of course grade and greater judg-
ments of course responsibility compared with students who
do not receive AR. In other words, AR engenders the mindset
that “I am personally responsible for my academic outcomes
and I expect to succeed.” This finding is noteworthy because
expectations of success and judgments of responsibility are
both important determinants of future motivation and

achievement striving (Perry, 2003). By outlining the effects of
AR on these particular achievement-related cognitions, the
results of this study represent a step toward understanding
and verifying the cognitive mechanisms through which AR
works to assist at-risk students.

Failure avoidance as a risk factor

In past research, AR has been demonstrated to be more
effective for students who are at an increased risk for low
motivation (Haynes et al., 2009). The emergence of such an
aptitude (low motivation) by treatment (AR) interaction
suggests that to maximize the benefits of AR, it is important
to identify the individual difference factors that put students
at risk for low motivation, and in need of AR. Covington’s
(1984) self-worth theory suggests that students engage in a
range of different behaviors to maintain and protect their
sense of worth or competence in an academic setting.
Failure avoidance constitutes a cluster of maladaptive
attributions and behaviors that are used by students to
maintain self-worth by avoiding failure rather than
approaching success. We anticipated high-failure avoidance
students would be motivationally at risk, and would there-
fore be particularly good candidates for AR.

Preliminary analyses revealed that students with high
levels of failure avoidance were more likely to attribute failure
to uncontrollable causes such as low ability or poor teaching.
Because this pattern corroborated our hypothesis that these
students are motivationally at risk, we proceeded to investi-
gate failure avoidance as a possible moderator of AR. Given
that AR encourages the use of controllable attributions and
focuses on improving students’ expectations of success, we
expected high-failure avoidance students would be more
likely to benefit from the AR intervention than low-failure
avoidance students.

Indeed, in this study, the hypothesized aptitude by treat-
ment interaction was observed such that AR had differential
effects for low- and high-failure avoidance students. AR
was found to improve the academic performance and
achievement-related cognitions of high- but not low-failure
avoidance students. Presumably, such differences were not
observed among the low-failure avoidance students because
they already possess an adaptive cognitive mindset and
exhibit relatively successful academic performance. Most
generally, these findings speak to the potential capacity of AR
to offset the negative effects of a high-failure avoidance self-
worth orientation.

It is important to mention that because failure avoidance
and causal attributions were not assessed at Time 2, we
cannot conclude that AR worked to alter the self-worth ori-
entation of the high-failure avoidance students nor can we
surmise the degree to which a change in attributional
mindset facilitated this alteration. To the extent that

1For interested readers, we also calculated this analysis with a regression

approach. The treatment × failure avoidance interaction contributed signifi-

cantly to the prediction of final course percentage, β = −.725, t(80) = 1.95,

p = .055, and GPA, β = −.942, t(87) = 2.70, p = .009. When these interactions

were graphed, the pattern of the simple slopes approximated the pattern of

simple effects obtained by our analysis of variance approach. Nonetheless, we

prefer our analysis method because we feel it was most appropriate for our

specific research question which was the effect of AR on students with very

high versus very low levels of failure avoidance.
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students with high levels of failure avoidance are prone to
maladaptive attributions, they are particularly well suited to
AR, as it is designed to modify maladaptive attributions. AR
therefore should reduce these students’ propensity toward
failure avoidance and theoretically, this transformation
should occur via a change in attributional mindset. Future
research could examine explicitly whether AR leads to actual
changes in self-worth orientation and whether this change is
indeed mediated by a change in attributional mindset. Such
research may provide further insight into the mechanism
through which AR works to assist at-risk students, as well as
provide some indication of the malleability of students’ self-
worth orientation.

Implications

This study provides empirical insight into the cognitive
mechanism through which AR affects motivation among
struggling students (i.e., greater expectations of success and
stronger judgments of responsibility). Further, these find-
ings lend support to the hypothesis that self-worth, and
more specifically failure avoidance, is an important individ-
ual difference variable to study in the context of student
learning and the administration of AR. Most generally, these
results demonstrate the importance of incorporating cogni-
tive and motivational elements into the design and content
of achievement interventions, as evidenced by the efficacy of
AR to alter the cognitive profile of the at-risk, high-failure
avoidance students.

At a practical level, these findings support the further use
and evaluation of AR in university achievement settings.

Because AR has been demonstrated to be maximally effective
among students who are most at risk, it represents one poten-
tial solution for reducing the attrition rate at Canadian uni-
versities. It is currently estimated that only 50%–55% of
university students graduate within 6 years of beginning their
undergraduate program (Perry, 2003; Tinto, 2010), a statistic
that represents millions of dollars in lost tuition revenue as
well as countless hours of lost time on the part of students,
professors, and administrators. To the extent that AR can help
bolster motivation and performance among at-risk students,
it may help to solve the attrition crisis in the post-secondary
education system.

Conclusion

Most generally, this study suggests the utility of AR to offset
the negative effects of a high-failure avoidance self-worth
orientation. In achievement settings, is important to recog-
nize how individual differences, such as self-worth orienta-
tion, may affect students’ performance. This study has
demonstrated that students who possess a high-failure
avoidance self-worth orientation may be at-risk for mala-
daptive cognitions and performance deficits. However, it
was shown that high-failure avoidance students responded
more positively to an AR intervention than the low-risk stu-
dents (i.e., students with low levels of failure avoidance).
Overall, these findings suggest potential modifications to the
content and delivery of AR in a way that will help to maxim-
ize its effectiveness as well as provide deeper insight into the
psychological construct of self-worth.
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