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OZET

YABANCI DiL SEVIYE TESPIiT SINAVLARINA HAZIRLANAN AKADEMIK
PERSONELLERIN BASARI VE BASARISIZLIK ATIFLARI

Biilent Arif GULEC
Yiiksek Lisans Tezi, Ingiliz Dili Egitimi Anabilim Dah
Tez Damismani: Dog. Dr. Sehnaz SAHINKARAKAS

Haziran 2013, 65 Sayfa

Bu caligmada, Tirkiye’de yapilan yabanci dil seviye tespit sinavlarina hazirlanan
akademik personellerin basar1 ve basarisizliklarini nasil kavramsallastirdiklar: arastirilmistir.

Bu ¢alismaya, YDS’ ye hazirlanan akademisyenler katilmistir.

Bu calisma iki farkli konuya deginmektedir: “Yabanci dil smnavlarma hazirlanan
akademisyenler hazirlandiklar1 sinavda basarili olma kanismni nasil kavramsallastiriyor?”
“Yabanci dil smavlarina akademisyenlerin hazirlandiklar1 sinavda basarili ya da basarisiz

olma sebeplerini nelere dayandirtyorlar?”

Veri toplamak i¢in 6z degerlendirme ve anket ve 0z degerlendirme verilerini
desteklemek amaciyla katilimecilara yar1 yapilandirilmis  sozlii  goriisme  yontemi

uygulanmistir.

Sonuglara gore, iyi is ¢ikarma kanis1 anlaminda “Alinan puan”, “Bagkalariyla kiyas”
ve “Baskalarindan gelen doniitler” en ¢ok dile getirilen atiflardi. Buna ek olarak, basar1 nedeni
olarak “Cok c¢alismak” ve “yetenek” basarisizlik nedeni olarak da “caba” ve “gorevin
zorlugu” smava hazirlanan akademisyenlerin en ¢ok yansitti1 atiflardi. Ayrica, calisma

icerisinde elde edilen bulgularin olasi1 sebeplert, ilgili ¢ikarimlar ve dneriler de sunulmustur.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Yabanci Dil Seviye Tespit Sinavi, Basar1 ve Basarisizlik Atiflari,

Akademik Personel



ABSTRACT

SUCCESS AND FAILURE ATTRIBUTIONS OF ACADEMIC STAFF
STUDYING FOR FOREIGN LANGUAGE ACHIEVEMENT TESTS

Biilent Arif GULEC
M. A. Thesis, Department of English Language Teaching
Supervisor: Assoc. Prof. Dr. Sehnaz SAHINKARAKAS

June 2013, 65 pages

In this paper, how the academic staft who study for YDS exam conceptualize their
success and failure attributions is studied. Academic staff who studied for YDS examination
took part in this study.

This study refers to 2 different subjects: “How do the Academic staff who study for
YDS exam conceptualize their notion of ‘doing well’ in the exam?” and “What reasons do
Academic staff who study for YDS exam attribute their success and failure to?”

Self-assessment survey and questionnaire were applied for data collection and in order
to support the data obtained through self-assessment, an online semi-structured interview was
conducted.

According to the results, in terms of the notion of doing well ‘score’, comparing with
others and feedbacks from others’ were the most frequently stated attributions.

In one hand, most frequently stated attributions for success were ‘effort and ability’.
On the other hand, most frequently stated attributions for failure were ‘effort and task
difficulty’. Moreover, possible reasons for the data obtained, related deductions and

suggestions were presented in the study.

Key words: Foreign language Achievement Test, Success and Failure Attribution,

Academic Staff

vi



YDS
BALLI
L1

L2

FL
MA

ABBREVIATIONS

: Foreign Language Achievement Test

: Beliefs about Language Learning Inventory
: Mother Tongue

: Second Language

: Foreign language

: Master of Arts

vil



Table 1.
Table 2.

Table 3.
Table 4.
Table S.
Table 6.
Table 7.
Table 8.

Table 9.

Table 10.

Table 11.
Table 12.

LIST OF TABLES

Weiner’s Original Model of Attribution.............ceeeveeiiiiiiiieeeeeeiiiiieeeeee e, 7
Causes of Success and Failure, Classified According to Locus, Stability, and

(07070180 I 2101151y 2SS UUU PP 8
Participants’ YDS Scores and Minimum Necessary SCOTes .......cccvvveeeeeeerrcnnnnnnn. 20
Notion of Doing well, Self-asseSSmMent ..........ccccvvvveeeeeeeriiiiiiiiiieeee e 22
Perceived Reasons fOr SUCCESS ......ceoiriiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiee et 23
Perceived Reasons for failure ..., 27
Notion of Doing Well- QUEStIONNAITE ........cceeviivviiiiieeeeeeeiiiiiieeeeeeeeeeiiireeeeeeeees 31

Responses to Question “What reasons do the participants attribute to their
perceived successes in the exam they are studying for?” ..........cccoeviiiiiiiieeeennnnns 32

Responses to Question “What reasons do the participants attribute to their

perceived failures in the exam they are studying for?” ..........ccceviiiiiiieeeeeennnnnn. 34
Comparison of Notion of Doing Well in Pre and Post Questionnaires................... 35
Comparison of Success Attributions between the Pre and Post Questionnaires .....36

Comparison of Failure Attributions between the Pre and Post Questionnaires....... 37

viil



TABLE OF CONTENTS

COVER ......otiireinctincnntisssatisssseisssssissssstssssstssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssnns i
APPROVAL PAGE....uuuuiiiireiiiniiinnticsnneiinsseisssseisssstsssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssases ii
ACKNOWLEDGEMENT ......cuuiiiiiiieiinneisisssencsssescsssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssases iii
[0 /2 i \4
ABSTRACT ....iiiiiintiiiiinneiicinteiicnnteeisissseesssssseesssssssesssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssss vi
ABBREVIATIONS.....uutiiitiiineiinietissetisssstssssstsssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssasss vii
LIST OF TABLES.....titiittiiitttiiinnteticnnnesscsnteessssssessssssssessssssssssssssssssssssssssssssnss viii
TABLE OF CONTENTS ..ccoooiiiitiinieiinseicssntsssssesssssesssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssss ix
CHAPTER
1. INTRODUCTION ..ccuuiiiineniisneisssneecssensssssesssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssasssssns 1
1.1. Background to the StUAY .........ccooeiiiiiiiiiiiiii e e 1
1.2. Statement of the Problem .............ccooiiiiiiiii e 2
1.3. ReSEarch QUESTIONS .......evviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeieieeeeeeeteeeeeeeaeeeesessesssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssnnnnes 3
1.4. Justification 0f the StUAY .......coiiiiiiiiie e e e e e 3
1.5. Definition Of TeImMS . ......coiiiiiiiiiiiiiie et 3
CHAPTERIII

2. REVIEW OF LITERATURE

2.1, AHTIDULION TREOTY ciiiieiiiiiiiiiiieee et e et e e e e e e et e e e e e e e e e sneraaaaeeeeeeeennnnes 5
2.2. Attribution in Language Learning .........cccccevveeeeeeeiiiiiiiiieeeee e ee e 10
2.3. Learning Beliefs or AttrIDULIONS .......cccuvviiiiiieeeeeiiiiieieee e eeeeiiieeee e e e e e e iarreeeeee e 12
2.4. Causal Attributions and Motivation Relationship ..........cccccoevviiiiiiiieieininiiiiiieeeee, 13
2.5 Relationship between Language Learning Attributions and Achievements ................. 15

X



CHAPTER III

3. METHODOLOGY ..uuciriuiiiirneiisnneiisseisssssesssssesssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssss 16
3.1 PATTICIPANLES ..vvvvviiieeeeeeeciiiieeee e e e e eeeittte et e e e e e e e etaeteeeeeeeeesannnnaaaeeeeeseasnnnssnnneaeeeseennnnnes 16
3.2. Data Collection and INStruUmMENLtS. ........ccuueeiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiee e 16
3.3 PrOCEAUIE ...ceeiiiie ettt e e e e 18
3.4. Research Design and Data ANalySis ........ccceeeeiiiiiiiiiieeeeeiiiiiiieee e e e e 19

CHAPTER IV

4. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION ....uuuuiiirriiirruricssanscssaescssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssss 20

4.1. Self-asSesSMENt PAPETS .....euvviiiiiiieieeiiiiiiiiieee et e e e e e e e e e e e e e eeaaareeeeeeeeas 21
4.1.1. The notion of ‘Doing Well” ........oooiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieee e 21
4.1.2. SUCCESS ALIITDULIONS ....eviiiiiiiiiiiieiiiitiee ettt e e e e eee e 22
4.1.3. Failure AtribULIONS ......eeeiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiee et e e e 26

4.2. Semi-structured INTEIVIEW ........ccooiuiiiiiiiiiiiiiii e 28

4.3. Open-ended QUESLIONNAITE .......cceeeeerriiuriiiiieeeeeeeiiiiiireeeeeeeesseanrreeeeeeeesassnsnrnreeeeeeeens 29

A4, DISCUSSION . ...eeeeuiiieeeeiiiitee e ettt e e ettt e e ettt e e e sttt e e e sttt e e e eabbeeeeeasbbeeeeeabaeeeeanbbeeeennneee 38

CHAPTER V

5. CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS ..ccooivvtiiireiissencsssencssssnsssssssssssssssssssssssssssssns 41
5.1 CONCIUSIONS . ..ttt e et e e ettt e e e e et e e e e e bbb e e e e eaareee 41
5.2. Limitations 0f the StUAY .......cooiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeeeeeee e e 42
5.3. Implications 0f the StUAY........ccoeiiiiiiiiiiie e e 43
5.4. Suggestions for Further Research ............ccccooviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii e 44

6. REFERENCES .....cuuuiiitiiiieiiinuiiinnticnneissssessssssissssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssassss 45

7. APPENDICES ....c.ouuiiiiiiiieiicnuiinsneicnsnessssseisssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssss 50
7.1 Appendix 1: Self-Assessment by Participant 1............ccccoeeviiiiiiiiiieeiiiiiiiiiieeee e 50
7.2 Appendix 2: Self-Assessment by Participant 2............cceeeevrciiiiiiieeeeeeiiiiiiieeeeeeeeeeens 51
7.3 Appendix 3: Self-Assessment by Participant 3............ccooevviiiiiiiiiieeieiiiiiieeee e 52
7.4 Appendix 4: Self-Assessment by Participant 4............ccooevveiiiiiiiieeeeeeiiiiiieeeee e 53
7.5 Appendix 5: Self-Assessment by Participant S...........cccoeevviiiiiiiiieeieeeiiiiiiieeee e 54
7.6 AppendiX 6: QUESLIONNAIIE .....eeeeeerreeeriiieeeeeeeeeiiiiiteeeeeeeeeessnnrrereeeeeeessssssnrsrreeeesasannnnnes 55



CHAPTER 1

1. INTRODUCTION

This study focuses on academic staff’s success and failure attributions and their
conceptualization the notion of doing well in a national examination called Foreign Language
Achievement Test which is known as YDS in Turkey. This chapter presents the background
of the study, statement of the problem and the purpose of the study. Then, the research

questions and the limitations of the study are pointed out.
1.1. Background to the Study

In the field of learning and teaching a foreign language, some factors have attracted
relatively little attention and these are the reasons that learners construct for their successes
and failures in learning a new language. Two major psychological perspectives that shed light
on this matter are constructivism and attribution theory are the two main perspectives that
illuminate this case. Attribution theory sheds light on understanding of learners’ motivation in

the learning process.

Despite originating in the work of Heider (1944), attribution theory’s most influential
exponent has been Weiner (1986), whose “statement of theory” has been widely accepted as
guideline in this field (Rogers, 1987). Upon Heider’s work, Weiner added some dimensions

such as locus of control, stability and controllability to the original concept.

Attribution theory (Weiner, 1985) emphasizes people’s notions about themselves and
how they explain their perceived successes and failures. Attribution is the process of
assigning a cause to a specific event. Every person seeks reasons for success and failure and

as a result, similar future situations can be predicted beforehand.

On the other hand, attribution theory is not made use of only in education. It has also
been made use of in a great number of disciplines such as sports, economy, psychology and so
forth. The reason behind attribution theory’s being used in many fields is to do with its being

a part of human psychology.

Initial researches on motivation for learning a foreign language were applied by Gardner

and Lambert (1972). In the 1990’s, Deci and Ryan (1985) presented a more educational



psychological aspect of learners to enlighten motivation with internal and external motivation
for learning foreign languages. Dornyei (2001, 2003) utilized psychological elements more
comprehensively in foreign language learning with expectancy value theories, achievement

motivation, self-efficacy theory, social motivation.

Weiner (1986, 2000) assumed that attributions derive from a person’s self-perceptions,
which have impact on their feelings, expectancy, perspectives, and beliefs about their

proficiency and motivation.

In his early writings, Weiner indicated that there were four major reasons that people
attributed outcomes in situations involving achievement to, namely ability, effort, task

difficulty, and luck (Weiner, 1979).

Studies about attribution theory in language learning are relatively limited and very few
studies have related attribution theory to exam preparation. For this reason this study was

undertaken to explain how motivational factors take part in the process of exam preparation.
1.2. Statement of the Problem

There is little awareness among the language teachers about the significance of taking
students’ success and failure attributions into account while teaching a foreign language to
academic staff. Similarly, there is little awareness among the learners who are preparing for
national exam (YDS) about the importance of causal attributions. Therefore, learning process

can be affected negatively especially for the ones who prepare for national exams in Turkey.

In Turkey, there are at least half a million people that go in for YDS exam, most of whom
have little opinion about what causes their success or failure. Being aware of success and
failure attributions are of great importance in predicting similar future situations. YDS
through which people get their score of language level before being admitted to the posts in

their own field, is an exam which is conducted twice a year.

As it is a difficult and challenging exam, academic staff exert a great deal of time,
effort and money to get a good score. However, these people exert time, money and effort
without knowing the causes of their success and failure. During a process in which people
prepare for an exam, people must know the causes which lead to success and failure.

Otherwise, learning process during the exam preparation can be affected, repetitively,



negatively. Repetitive negative outcomes of a matter can be avoided through awareness of the

positive and negative actions.
1.3. Research Questions

This study seeks answers to the following questions:

1) How do academic staff conceptualize the notion of doing well in the exam they are
studying for?
2) What reasons do academic staff attribute to their perceived successes and failures

in the exam they are studying for?
1.4. Justification for the Study

In Turkey, almost every career pursuer has to take English language tests to prove
their English level in order to be admitted or promoted in their field. YDS, a national foreign
language examination, is one of the ways to prove individuals’ level of English. While
studying for this examination, exam takers’ perceived successes and failures are very

important to enhance the learning and studying conditions.

It is vital that success and failure attributions be predicted in the course of exam
preparation period. Therefore, with the help of the present study, standard of learning and
preparation for an exam process will be improved by learning the students’ success and

failure attributions.

1.5. Definition of Terms

Attribution: the act of attributing or ascribing, as a quality, character, feature, or

function, to a thing or person, an effect to a cause.

Motivation: the psychological feature that arouses an organism to action toward a

desired goal; the reason for the action.
Success: an event that accomplishes its intended purpose.
Failure: an act or instance of failing or proving unsuccessful; lack of success

Attribution theory: motivational theory looking at how the average person constructs
the meaning of an event based on his /her motives to find a cause and his/her

knowledge of the environment.



Intrinsic: belonging to a person by her/his very nature.
Extrinsic: not contained in or belonging to a person; external; outward.
Ability: power or capacity to do or act mentally, physically.

Luck: the force that seems to operate for good or ill in a person’s life, as in shaping

events or opportunities.

Task difficulty: the fact or condition of being difficult of a piece of work assigned to

or expected of a person.

Effort: exertion of physical or mental power.

Locus of causality: the scene, the place of ant event or action.
Stable: not subject to a change or variation.

Unstable: subject to a change or variation.

Doing well: to accomplish what is attempted or intended.



CHAPTER 11

2. REVIEW OF LITERATURE

This chapter aims to provide a background for the present research by reviewing the

relevant literature on attribution theory.
2.1. Attribution Theory

It is necessary to understand exactly what the term ‘attribution’ means. It is a causal
explanation of the individual for an event or behavior. For instance, when a student observes
another student performing a procedure incorrectly in the classroom, s’he probably tries to
form an attributional explanation for this behavior. The observer can conclude that his/her
peer lacks of ability, meaning that the observer is associating the behavior with insufficient
skills. Likewise, people can create beliefs about their own performances. For example, a
student might attribute his/her success in memorizing vocabulary items to his/her intelligence
and effort, or to good luck. As the number of the examples increases, the attribution process is
people are likely to engage in increases. Every action that results in success or failure forces
us to form attributions. We do not notice forming attributions as this process is so automatic.
However, a number of researches suggest that forming causal attributions is of great
importance for adapting to changing environments and coping with the difficulties we face in
our daily lives. In the case of experiencing unpleasant outcomes, attributions help us avoid the
behaviors and other factors of the failure we experienced. Likewise, when a desirable result
achieved, attributions help us make out the cause of the success. So, we can achieve the
similar success through attributions. Attribution theory suggests that attributions for these

outcomes ultimately help to form emotional and behavioral responses (Weiner, 1985).

Attribution theory suggests that people try to determine the reason behind the thing
they do, that is, interpret and determine causes to an event or behavior. Causal attributions can
be various depending on the task, the culture, the person, and the social group (Graham,
1991). Variations in attributions have been referred for self-esteem performance and for social
status). The reason why causal attributions vary is the different perception of different

individuals.

The importance of trying to find out logical causes to human behavior dates back to
1739. In his essay ‘A Treatise of Human Nature’ David Hume (1739) pointed out the

importance of understanding the reasoning behind the successes and failures. Even though

5



Hume stated the significance of the reasoning earlier, causal attributions had not been
empirically studied before 1958 when the first theory of attribution was developed by Fritz
Heider (1958) It is vital for learners to explain the reasons for their successes or failures about
their learning from the cognitive point of view in order for the reason behind the success or

failure to be made clear as a support future success or prevention failure.

Students’ beliefs and ideas on their ability to determine the result of an assigned task are
assumed to have an important role in their actions, motivation, and achievement (Weiner,
1986). This field of study is significant in terms of language teaching and learning as well,
since it is closely related to models of motivation that explore factors that shed light on
effective language learning. These models propose that effective language learning can occur
provided learners can actively attach meaning to their learning conditions. Weiner’s
attribution theory is mainly concerned with the level of success or achievement, and

perceptions of how those achievements were attained or how failure occurred.

Attributions mean people’s clear and implicit perspective of the causes of events for the
outcomes of events (Heider, 1958). Heider argued that people often make attributions about
their own situations and others’. Through these attributions people get an idea to organize
their environment and thoughts, to make sense of the reality around them and to achieve
harmony and balance inside. According to Heider, people explain a success or a failure either

by attributing it to external, controllable factors or to internal uncontrollable ones.

Upon Heider’s conclusions, Weiner (1969) designed and developed a model of causal
attributions by identifying three causal dimensions about people’s perceptions of event and

the result of that event. These are stability, controllability, and locus of causality.

The locus of control dimension has two aspects: internal and external locus of control. The
stability dimension is as to whether causes change over time or not. For instance, while ability
and effort are both internal factors, ability can be classified as a stable construct. And effort is

unstable.

According to Weiner, the most important factors that affect attributions are ability, effort,
task difficulty, and luck (see Table 1.). And attributions are classified along three causal

dimensions, namely;

1. locus of control

2. stability



3. controllability

The ‘locus of causality’ is as to whether a cause for success or failure is thought as
being internal or external to the person. ‘Ability and effort’, for example, can be considered as

internal, while ‘task difficulty and luck’ are classified as external.
The table below shows the dimensions of causal attributions.

Table 1. Weiner’s Original Model of Attribution

Dimensions and Elements

Locus of Causality

Internal External
Stable Ability task difficulty
Unstable Effort luck

Note. Taken from Biddle, 1993, p. 440.

Cause of the result is considered to be either internal or external. As shown in the table

1, locus of causality is divided into two categories as internal and external.

The ‘stability’ dimension means whether a cause is fixed and stable, or variable and
unstable over time. That is, a cause for success or failure can change in time or it will always
remain the same is the concept determining the stability. Stability has direct impact on
people’s life. Weiner stated that depression, feeling exhausted and resignation would be a
result of internal and stable attributions of failure. He also assumed that attributing failure to
stable uncontrollable factors would trigger feelings of helplessness as these factors are out of

their reach to change the course.

‘Controllability’ indicates how much control a person can have over a cause.

Controlling a cause depends on its being tied with your capacity, ability or effort.



The effect of ‘luck’ or ‘task difficulty’ would both be uncontrollable by an
examination taker. In addition, an outcome of an examination can be attributed to a number of
other factors such as teachers, concentration, mood, illness, personality, and mental state.
Therefore, locus of the cause, stability and controllability dimensions are of great importance

in attribution theory to make out the causes behind success or failures of people.

Table 2 indicates the beliefs about the reason for success and failure that are classified

according to ‘locus, stability, and controllability’.

Table 2. Causes of Success and Failure, Classified According to Locus, Stability, and

Controllability
Locus of Causality

Internal External

Stable Unstable Stable Unstable
unusual help from
Controllable typical effort immediate effort  teacher bias others
task
Uncontrollable  ability mood difficulty luck

Note. Taken from Weiner, 1979, p. 7

In table 2, locus, stability and the controllability of the attributions are indicated. As an
example, ‘luck attribution’ can be classified as ‘external, unstable and uncontrollable’. This

means that a causal attribution is associated with not only one dimension.

Weiner (1986, 1992) added other factors to the ones stated above. He found out that
learners consider task difficulty, peer influence and situations in which they are as factors

affecting their success and failure.

Factors such as interest, stress and learners’ readiness have been added to this field by recent
studies (Romey 2010). Weiner (1980) claimed that ability, effort, luck and other people are

the dominant causal attributions. Bounded up with these attributions he designed four



attributions for each success and failure. Matching for success are: ability-competence and
confidence; effort-relaxation; others-gratitude; and luck-surprise. And matching for failure,
the attribution-affect links are: ability—incompetence; effort-guilt and shame; others-anger,

and luck-surprise and frustration.

To understand people’s way of making sense of their successes and failures, Fritz
Heider began to design the model which was named as “a naive psychology of the layperson”
in the 1940s and 50s (Heider, 1958). A focus of Heider’s theory was that it was how people
made out events rather than the events in themselves that affected behavior. Heider suggested
that people would refer to a limited range of internal (personal) and external (environmental)

factors when they were asked to state the causes for the results of events or the behaviors.

Psychologist Bernard Weiner suggested his own version of attribution theory in 1970s
together with Heider’s view of attribution and the theory of control (William and Burden,
2000). Weiner redesigned his attribution theory in 1980s, which is “the most systematic
theory to explain learning motivation” (Zhang, 2000, p.163).

Weiner found out and suggested that, on the whole, people refer to six main sets of

attributions for their perceived successes and failures after a large number of researches:

1. ability,

2. effort,

3. task difficulty,

4. luck,

5. physical and mental condition,

6. others (which refers to some effect from other elements, such as the help from family,

feedbacks from other people).

And the six attributions can be classified into three dimensions through the different

properties of the attributions;

v Locus of causality, which means that people consider the source of attributions as
themselves (internal) or environmental (external) factors. Ability, effort and the
physical and mental condition attribution elements belong to the internal factors,

while others to the external factors.



v' Stability, which refers to the factors are fixed or not. Ability and task difficulty

attributions belong to the stable factors and others belong to the unstable factors.

v Controllability, which refers to whether the factors can be controlled by the
individuals or not. The effort attribution relates to the dimension of controllable, all of
others to dimension of uncontrollable. Most of the time, people would tend to
attribute their successes to the internal, stable and controllable factors, whereas they
would tend to attribute their failures to the external, unstable and uncontrollable
factors. This is thought to be as the correct method of people’s “attribution

preference” (William and Burden, 2000, p.105-106).
2.2. Attribution Theory in Language Learning

In the previous studies of the English language learning, extrinsic factor were
analyzed, which would influence the English language learning partially learning. Learners
were not the center of the researches. When both extrinsic and intrinsic factors are held,
fruitful results can be gained. In this case, attributions of the learners are highly significant.
The more various attributions there are, the more different results can be observed in language

learning.

Researches in the field of causal attributions have been focused mainly on sport
psychology while so few researches on language learning have been carried out in the field of
the attribution theory. There are very few researchers who work on language learning and
attribution theory by combining the two fields. Two of them are Marion Williams and Robert
Burden. And it is difficult to find many resources in the field of language learning attributions

and attribution theory in language learning.

Most of the studies investigating the relationship between attributions and language
learning achievement have been carried out in the fields of mathematics and sports (Basturk
& Yavuz, 2010). Young students’ success and failure attributions in language learning have
been studied by Sahinkarakas (2011) whose study offered some insight into the factors to
which a group of young language learners attributed their successes and failures. Only a few
more studies have been carried about learners’ causal attributions for success and failure in
the area of learning second or foreign languages. Some of them are Gray, Pishghadam,
Dornyei, Williams & Burden, Poulet and Maun. Their studies mostly focus on identifying

second or foreign language learners’ attributions for success and failure. However, the role of
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attribution factors has not received enough attention in second or foreign language learning

achievement.

There are many cases of feeling failure in language learners for students. For this
reason, attribution theory is a relevant research area in the L2 field. In spite of this, most
studies in the area of L2 motivation have relied on attitude and anxiety constructs (e.g.,

Dornyet, 2001).

Studies on foreign language learning attribution showed a number of factors. These
are ability, others’ influence, attitude, and learning context to be attributes related to either
positive or negative results, indicating that these attributions may pose a role to keep a
positive self-image (Williams & Burden, 1999). Hsieh and Schallert (2008) tried to combine
two motivational factors, self-efficacy and attribution to analyze the motive of 500 foreign
language learners in the States. The students were asked give actual reasons for the outcome
of the tests considering their test scores in light of these two bases. Results revealed that self-
efficacy was the strongest structure of achievement, supported by ability attributions. As most
of the data in this field have been collected by qualitative techniques, the results are various in
attributions. A quantitative method of investigation would enable collection of data from a
larger number of participants, which means statistical procedures can be conducted. The
following studies were undertaken under the stated points. The first one was a study which
was carried out to analyze the reasons for successes and failures in English classes with
Japanese university students (Gobel & Mori, 2007). The outcomes showed that poorly
performing learners attributed their failure to a lack of ability and effort while well-
performing learners attributed their success to teachers and the learning environment. This
finding 1s in accordance with that of Markus and Kitayama, (1991) Heine and Hamamura,
(2007) and it reinforces their findings that success and failure attributions are surely affected
by cultural differences. In another study (Gobel, 2010), similar attribution outputs were
obtained comparing Thai and Japanese university student attributions towards good
performance and poor performance. And again, a similar research was carried out with
Japanese, Thai, and Malaysian students (Kan, & Lee, in press). These studies revealed that
traditional or cultural differences have a great impact on causal attributions in language
learning. These studies suggest that if this bias does indeed exist, then it should be taken into
consideration when considering language teaching methodology and the learning

environment.
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There are some studies that have attempted to date to design a scale for the specific
measurement of attributions of foreign language learners (Hsieh, 2004; Pishghadam &
Modarresi, 2008). Hsieh (2004) analyzed the relationship between foreign language learners'
attribution and their foreign language success. The results showed that those learners who
made more internal and stable attributions got higher scores in foreign language classes than

those who made more external and unstable attributions.

In another research, Kun and Liming (2007) studied the role of achievement
attributions about language learning behaviors. They observed more self-regulated language
learning behaviors in those learners who attributed success to internal factors. They
recommended that foreign language teachers help learners create positive ideas about the

reasons of success and failure in learning a foreign language.

Pishghadam and Modarresi (2008) created and validated a questionnaire for
Attribution Theory for Foreign Language Learners (ATFLL) consisting of four subscales of
language policy, intrinsic motivation, self-image, and emotions, which they applied to the
students in Ferdowsi University of Mashhad. The outcome showed that intrinsic motivation

and language policy were the success and failure attributions of the students.

Apart from these studies, Lei and Qin (2009) explored Chinese EFL learners'
attributions and their English learning achievement. According to the results success in
learning English as a second was the result of two attribution factors which are teacher and
effort. In this context, after studying on cases and reviewing the literature to do with the role
of attributions in foreign language learning, the researchers who explored attributions and
language learning came up with quite various findings. As a result, they tried to find the

relationship between causal attributions and EFL learners' foreign language achievement.
2.3. Learning Beliefs or Attributions

In some cases, beliefs about foreign language learning have been called ‘mini
theories’ of foreign language acquisition (Hosenfeld, 1978; Wenden, 1986). They may be
named as ‘psychologically held understandings, premises or propositions about the world that
are felt to be true’ (Richardson, 1996, 103) and ‘general assumptions that students have about
themselves, about factors that have effect on learning and about the nature of language

learning’ (Victori & Lockhart, 1995, 224).
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In the field of language learning beliefs, Horwitz (1987) designed the Beliefs about
Language Learning Inventory (BALLI) to evaluate students’ and teachers’ beliefs concerned
with language learning (Horwitz, 1987). BALLI has been widely used in most research
studies to investigate the relationship between beliefs and language learning behaviors and
achievement as well as strategy use, and also the influence of culture on perceived reasons in
various contexts (e.g., Kern, 1995). Language learners have ideas about their language
learning, but they may not always state these beliefs clearly or consciously (Horwitz, 1987).
That learners’ beliefs play an important role in students’ experience and their success or
failure as language learners is not out of question. The fact that learners who consider beliefs
important for English language learning reflect higher degrees in their learning process is
pointed out by some researchers. Taking these beliefs about language learning into
consideration language teachers can create better situations for teaching and are able to adopt
a more responsive approach to the organization of learning opportunities in their lessons
(Cotterall, 1999). Understanding the beliefs of language learners’ about language learning
sheds light upon language teachers’ understanding of their students’ expectations of,

commitment to, success in, and satisfaction with their English classes (Horwitz, 1988).
2.4. Causal Attributions and Motivation Relationship

Language learning motivation studies were first conducted by Gardner and Lambert
(1972) who brought forward integrative and instrumental motivation. Deci and Ryan (1985)
brought a more educational psychological aspect of learners to explain motivation with
intrinsic and extrinsic aspects for learning foreign languages. Some researchers used
psychological aspects widely in the foreign language education field with diversified
motivational theories, achievement motivation, social motivation which attribution theory is a

part of.

Attribution theory sheds light upon understanding of learners’ motivation in the
learning atmosphere; however, it is not used only in the field of language learning. Weiner
(1979, 1986) explored causal attributions for hyperactivity, mastery, loneliness and affiliation,
and depression. And, when attribution theory is typed on Google, 2.570.000 results (retrieved
on April.09, 2010) can be found, which reveals how widely affective aspects of individual

behaviors are used in various fields.

When it comes to academic world, a couple of researches have been carried out. For

instance, Fry and Ghosh (1980) explored cultural differences between two groups of children
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in achievement tasks and found different attribution patterns. Caucasian students see their
own abilities as the reason for success and attributed failure to luck; on the other hand, Asian

students see their being responsibility as the reason for failure and attributed success to luck.

Many studies show success and failure are attributed to seven factors: ability, effort,
task difficulty, luck, mood, family background and help or hindrance from others (Graham,
1994).

On the other hand, Vispoel and Austin (1995) state there are eight causal attributions
based on Weiner (1979) who discerned three central causal dimensions: stability, locus and

control. Their explanation shows attributions with locus, stability, controllability.

Locus of ability, effort, strategy, and interest are internal, and among them, only one
ability is stable and uncontrollable but the rest are unstable and controllable. Task difficulty,
luck, family influence and teacher influence are not internal and not easy to control, and luck
is not stable but the other three are stable. For example, according to Weiner (1979, 1986),
when subjects think that causes of failure are due to lack of ability or task difficulty, their
expectations for subsequent learning decreases, because subjects cannot control these.
However, since effort is unstable and controllable, their expectancy level will go up if they
believe they can be successful with effort. This points out that high expectancy drives one to
put more effort to learn better for higher achievement. Because learning and issues related
with it vary, attribution theory is result-oriented and situation dependent and is depicted by a

self-serving effect regardless of the methodology used (Vispoel and Austin, 1995).

The research deals with learners’ subjective importance they place on attribution for
self-evaluation, to see which dimensions of causality they attribute their success or failure to.
As possible causes are not limited, underlying properties of the causes need to be pinpointed.
Learners’ self-evaluation will be evaluated since test results and final grades done by teachers
cannot be controlled by learners directly. Dimensions of causality here used are the eight
factors that Vispoel and Austin (1995) elaborated and peer influence. Since there are both
peer-work and group work inside and outside the classroom for particular language courses
the learners took, classmates’ influence may affect their subjective attributions. Besides, the
question whether or not their subjective attribution causes impose on achievement motive for

their future learning will be handled, too.
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2.5. Relationship between Language Learning Attributions and Achievements

In contrast with the findings of Chen’s research (1990), a number of studies of the
relationship between language learning achievement and the use of language learning
strategies point out that learners with high-achievement scores use language learning
strategies more widely and in greater number. Despite these findings, there has been no
empirical verification to say that a causal relationship exists between high achieving language

learners and their language learning strategy use.

That more strategy use is beneficial to some learners in It has been asserted that in
practice more strategy use is helpful to some learners in increasing language learning
achievement or proficiency has been claimed. However, it has also been noted that it is not
easy to determine whether strategy use contributes to learning achievement or learning

achievement influences strategy selection (Maclntyre, 2000).

A key American study of mainly Spanish-speaking learners revealed that students
from every level reported extensive use of language learning strategies (Kupper & Russo,
1985). In contrast, Rebecca Oxford, another leading researcher in the field, maintains that
lower achieving students do not use fewer learning strategies than their peers. Instead, they
are inclined to use learning strategies inefficiently — without paying attention to their learning
styles preferences (Oxford, 1993). Other research has set sight on the type of learning
strategies that are most common or useful for high achieving students. Cognitive strategies,
such as looking for patterns and reading for pleasure in the target language, which are the
strategies used by high achieving students are also included (Ehrman & Oxford, 1989). When
examining the core of these studies it appears that high achievers display greater use of meta-
cognitive strategies to control their own learning than do low achieving learners, therefore a
strong correlation between this type of strategy and language learning achievement was

found.

There is also abundant evidence indicating that beliefs about language learning have
great influence on learning achievements and experiences. An empirical study conducted in
China put forward how learners’ beliefs are likely to be a primary factor in strategy use and
language learning achievement. A direct causal relationship between gender, first language
(L1) and foreign language proficiency and vocabulary use, learning strategies and foreign
language proficiency, and learning achievement was found through findings (Wen & Johnson,

1997).
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CHAPTER I1I

3. METHODOLOGY

This chapter presents the description of participants, instrumentation, data collection
procedures, research questions, hypotheses, rationale for the hypotheses, and method,

including and data analyses techniques.
3.1. Participants

The participants of this study are academic staff at Adana Science and Technology
University, Turkey. They are learning English as a foreign language for their academic career
goals. A total of 5 academic staff were involved in the study. The respondents were from
different branches, respectively; “food engineering, tourism, business management, bio-
engineering and genetics. All of the participants needed to learn English so as to teach their
students in English. The respondents’ English language proficiency was measured by YDS

exam. The outcome of the measurement will be given and explained in ‘Chapter [V".
3.2. Data Collection and Instruments

Three instruments were used in this study for triangulation. These are self-assessment,

semi-structured interview and questionnaire.

The data were collected through, at first, self-assessment papers. Self-assessment
papers were written in Turkish Language in order to prevent misconceptions. After the self-
assessment, semi-structured interview was conducted to find answers to how and why
questions that arose in the self-assessment papers. In addition to these instruments, pre-
questionnaire was carried out before the examination. Then, in order to see whether there are
any changes in the attributions of the participants, the same questionnaire was given to the

participants as post-questionnaire after the examination.

In this study triangulation was performed through using three data collection tools so
as to make the collected data stronger and put forth multi-faceted findings. As Patton claims
(2002), triangulation reinforces a study by combining the methods, which can mean utilizing

different kinds of methods or data inclusive of both quantitative and qualitative approaches.
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A self-assessment, semi-structured interview and pre/post questionnaire were used for

collecting the required data in this study.

A\

Self-assessment can give us a perspective of student’s expectations,
necessities, problems and frustrations in the L2/FLL process.

It gives us a more humanistic perspective of the student’s development, in
other words how do students’ feel, it is a means of checking their emotional
thermometer and measuring the level of anxiety they experiment.

It reveals the students’ attitude towards the course, the language they are
studying, the materials and activities.

It gives hints of the students’ opinion about the course and their feelings or
perception about their progress in learning the L2/FL.

It is also an important indicator of how mature our students are.

It develops more interest in the course from students.

It aids students’ in taking responsibility of their own learning.

Interviewing provides for the researcher with the opportunity to gather the required

information that will shape the study from the participants themselves.

McMillan and Schumacher (1997, p. 274) gives the advantages of interviewing as

follows:

>
>
>
>

Interview is flexible and adaptable
It can be used with non-readers
There is a chance to probe, clarify and include nonverbal behavior

There is high response rate

Interviewing enables the researcher to get full range and depth of people’s

impressions, perspectives or experiences and to learn more about their responses to the

questionnaire (Mertens, 2005).

Questionnaire as a tool of data collection provides the opportunity to gather

information from a big population without taking too much time.
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McMillan and Schumacher (1997, p.274) point out the advantageous points of

questionnaire as follows:

It is economical
It can be anonymous
There are standard questions and uniform procedures

It 1s usually easy to score

YV V V V V

It provides time for subjects to think about the responses

Mertens (2005) expresses the advantage of questionnaire as obtaining lots of

information from a lot people quickly and easily.

To support the findings obtained through self-assessment, participants were
interviewed about their perceived success and failure attributions, which represents the
qualitative side of the study. Merriam (1998) points out interviewing as the most common
form of data collection in qualitative studies in educational contexts. Patton (1990, p.160 in

Merriam, 1998) justifies interviewing as follows:

» We interview people to find out from them those things we cannot directly

observe

» We cannot observe feelings, thoughts and intentions.

» We cannot observe behaviors that took place at some previous point in time.

» We cannot observe situations that preclude the presence of an observer.

» We cannot observe how people have organized the world and the meanings
they attach to what goes on in the world.

» We have to ask people questions about those things.

» The purpose of interviewing, then, is to allow us to enter into the other

person’s perspective (p.72).

3.3. Procedure

The data was collected from an exam preparation course carried out in Continuing
Education center, Science and Technology University in Adana. Participants of the study
were asked to write a self-assessment paper about the notion of doing well and their reasons

for success and failure at the end of the preparation period of the course. In their self-
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assessment paper, they stated their perceived reasons for their successes and failures in
English. The papers were content analyzed to verify emerging concepts about students’
perceived success and failure attributions. Each of the self-assessment papers was read and
coded twice by the researcher at different time intervals in order to discern the consistency of
the findings. The students were allowed to write the self-assessment papers in their native
language (Turkish Language) in order to get accurate information since their English level
may not be enough to express their exact perceived attributions. Then, the emerging
categories were translated into English. Then, a semi structured interview was conducted in
order to eliminate the misunderstanding about the attributions of the participants in the self-
assessment papers. Interview was in Turkish Language as it is in the self-assessment stage.
The data obtained through self-assessment papers and semi-structured interview were

analyzed and compared to each other.

An open-ended questionnaire was given to the participants of the study before they
entered the language exam to ascertain the validity of the data obtained through self-
assessment papers. Likewise, the data that were obtained in the pre-questionnaire were

compared to the outcome of the self-assessment papers and interview.

In the last phase, the same open-ended questionnaire was given to the participants of
the study after the language exam as post-questionnaire to verify the stability of their
responses by comparing each questionnaire result, through which any change in the

attributions of the participants before and after the examination occurred.

Finally, all the data from self-assessment papers, semi-structured interview and pre-post

questionnaires were compared to each other to get accurate outcome.

3.4. Research Design and Data Analysis

The research design of the study was a descriptive one. It described attributions stated
by the academic staffs who were studying for a national exam which is called YDS. Before
and after the YDS exam self-assessment papers were read and coded, then translated into
English to be analyzed. The data to be obtained from the self-assessment papers were
evaluated qualitatively. The data that were obtained before the exam through semi-structured
interview and questionnaire and the data to be obtained after the exam through post-

questionnaire were evaluated qualitatively.
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CHAPTER 1V

4. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

This chapter focuses on the analysis of the data gathered by the “self-assessment
papers, interview and pre and post questionnaires”. The analysis of each data collection tool is
mentioned in different sections supported by the excerpts taken from the data collection tools.

In the end the results of the findings will be discussed.

Participants of this study entered YDS Examination for their academic career goals.
This is a centralized public examination taken by people from almost all sectors to get a better
degree, post and salary. Academic staffs go in for this examination in order to get the
minimum score for their academic career goals. The minimum score needed depends on the
level of position, degree of each participant. While, the score needed for Master of Arts
degree is 55, it is 65 for Philosophy of Doctorate. The participants took YDS exam on the 7t
of April and they achieved what they were after.

Table 3 shows the participants’ YDS examination score and needed score for their

academic career goals.

Table 3. Participants’ YDS Scores and Minimum Necessary Scores

Participants YDS Examination Scores Needed Scores
PARTICIPANT 1 73 65
PARTICIPANT 2 66 55
PARTICIPANT 3 78 65
PARTICIPANT 4 57 55
PARTICIPANT 5 69 65

As the figures show in the table 3 ‘participant 1’ needed the score of 65 and got higher
than needed, 73. Just like the participant 1, the other participants got higher score than they
needed. As for the needed scores, they are the minimum scores for the academic staff for their

career goals.
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4.1. Self-assessment Papers

Self-assessment papers were read and content analyzed to reveal ‘the notion of doing
well, perceived success and failure attributions’ of the participants of this study. These results
were handled in three groups as “the notion of doing well, success attributions and failure

attributions”.
4.1.1. The Notion of ‘Doing Well’

As in the questionnaire results, participants of this study stated that score of the
examination is the determining factor as to how successful they were. Without exception,

score was cited by all of the participants.

As another notion of doing well, ‘feedback from others’ was cited twice by the

participants. ‘Comparison with others was cited twice as an indicator of success.

Other than feedback from others and comparison with others, ‘sense of achievement,
sense of qualification for jobs and completing a set of goals’, each of which was cited once,
were the notions of being successful cited by the participants. And the result of the

examination is considered as the level of success.

The following table points out the participants’ notion of doing well in their self-

assessment papers.
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Table 4. Notion of Doing Well, Self Assesment

Participants The notion of doing well

PARTICIPANT 1 Score
Feedback from others

PARTICIPANT 2 Score

Comparison with others

PARTICIPANT 3 Score

PARTICIPANT 4 Score
Comparison with others
Feedback from others

Sense of qualification for jobs

PARTICIPANT 5 Score

In table 4, conceptualization the notion of doing well was illustrated. Main attribution
is ‘score’ and ‘comparison with others, feedback from others and also sense of qualifications
were the other cited beliefs about the notion of doing well in the examination that participants

of this study went in for.
4.1.2. Success Attributions

Analysis of the data suggested that success attributions could be grouped by four
factors just as it was in failure attributions: effort, ability, task difficulty and with the least
attributed luck. Effort and ability factors are internal while task difficulty and luck are
external factor.

In their self-assessment papers, participants referred to these four factors through their
reasons for success in YDS examination. ‘Enough knowledge, discipline, trying hard and
belief in luck’ were the cited attributions of success by the participants of this study. The data

obtained through self-assessment papers indicated that all the four factors, respectively
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‘ability, effort, task difficulty and luck’ were uttered by the participants as success

attributions.

Table 5 shows academic staff’s perceived reasons for ‘success’ stated in the self-assessment

papers.

Table 5. Perceived Reasons for Success

Participants

Success Attributions

PARTICIPANT 1

PARTICIPANT 2

PARTICIPANT 3

PARTICIPANT 4

PARTICIPANT 5

Enough knowledge
Study hard

Discipline
Enough time

Ease of work

Enough knowledge and ability

Trying hard

Ease of work
Teacher
Practicing

Special techniques

Enough ability

Belief in luck
Ease of work
Trying hard

Concentrating

Mood
Ease of work

Practicing hard
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Table 5 indicates the perceived reasons of each participant which they attributed their
success to. The most cited reasons, ‘studying hard, disciplined practicing and enough time’

were under category of ‘effort’ (an internal, unstable, and controllable attribution).

‘Effort factor was cited most frequently in the self-assessment papers as the table 5
shows. The item related to effort was regular and disciplined studying which was explained in
comment in one of the academic staff’s self-assessment paper “I cannot say I cannot get a
good mark out of this exam when I have a regular and disciplined system for exam

29

preparation, “Time and effort are vital for this exam”, “I know I will certainly be successful
provided that I have enough time” and “I need more time to study but I do not have enough

time”.

Another attribution which was encountered a lot in self-assessment papers of the
students is ‘ability’. All of the participants who stated their perceived reasons gave further
explanations including “I have enough knowledge and ability to get a good mark™, “with
enough knowledge and techniques, I am confident of my ability to do well in this exam”,
“YDS exam calls for ability and I believe I have what it takes” and “It is my ability to survive

in an exam”. This shows the success attributions of participants before the exam.

‘Task difficulty’, as another factor, was in the second place attribution cited by the
participants in self-assessment papers. The explanations about task difficulty were; “I can
have a better mark if the ease of the exam does not surpass regular difficulty”, “I believe YDS
exam is a difficult one but it cannot be a big cause for my success or failure”, “I always exert
great effort to manage anything in my life; therefore, task difficulty can be overcome through
effort” and “I believe YDS exam is a difficult one but it cannot be a big cause for my success
or failure”. Some of the students who mentioned these reasons gave further explanations
including “I have always exerted great effort to manage everything in my life; therefore, task
difficulty can be overcome through effort”, “time and effort can be vital for this exam” and “I

know I will certainly be successful provided I have enough time to study”. This may indicate

the significance these participants place on the effort factor.

The least cited factor by the participants was ‘luck’. The explanations about luck were;
“If I am lucky, I will be successful”, “I can say it is to do with being lucky”, and “I believe

greatly in luck factor in the exam.
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All the five participants who were the participants of this study stated that they could be
successful through ‘effort’ while studying for the national exam, YDS. Again all the five
participants referred to ‘ability’ as the success factor while preparing for the exam. “Ease of
the work”, in other words ‘task difficulty’ was cited by four of the five participants as the
success reason. However, two of five participants stated that ‘luck’ is a reason for their
success in the YDS exam. Ability, task difficulty, or luck did not appear as causal attributions

for success.

As for the individual success attributions of each participant, participant 1 is of the
opinion that she can cope with an exam with any level of difficulty as she thinks she has what

it takes to pass an exam such as ability, effort.

Participant 2 attributes causes of her success to both “internal and external” factors.
She, on the one hand, believes that “ease of the task” can be an important factor in her
success. On the other hand, she thinks luck does not play an important role in the exams and

her main success and failure attributions are ‘ability and effort’.

Participant 3 states that causes of her success depend on both internal and external
factors. She has the opinion that her success is linked with ‘luck’ because of the changes in
the exam system. Apart from external factors, she points out the ‘ability and effort’ factor as

the determining factor for her success in this exam.

Participant 4 claims that ‘ability’ is an important factor for this exam. He points out
the ‘importance of luck’, ‘effort and ease of the task’ for his success in the exam. Different

from other participants, he emphasizes the significance of ‘luck’.

Participant 5 attributes her success and largely to the “ease of the exam”. She points
out the importance of ‘effort and ability’ for a good result. She attributes her success totally to

her ‘ability’.

For a general analysis, success attribution findings from the self-assessment papers
indicate that participants’ perceived success attributions are mainly internal in terms of locus
of causality. They do not change over the time, therefore, they are stable. As the main

attributions were effort and ability, they are naturally controllable.
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4.1.3. Failure Attributions

‘Effort’ factor which is an internal and unstable factor was cited most frequently by
the participants of this study. The participants of this study claimed that the most important
reason for their failure was lack of practicing which means exerting less effort than needed.
All of the five participants linked their failure to the lack of effort. While giving their reasons
for their failures, some of these students also criticized themselves and/or set goals to achieve
future success. Some of these criticisms or promises were “I do not have enough time to study
for the exam”, “I have enough ability to cope with an exam but I cannot say I have a regular
and disciplined system for exam preparation”, “l cannot keep up with the assignments I

should do” and “I cannot allocate enough time to study for the exam”.

As 1in the success attributions, ability was cited all of the five participants as a reason
for failure. ‘Lack of knowledge, lack of vocabulary and lack of absorbing new language
items’ were cited to emphasize the importance of ability in the examination. Some of these
criticisms were “I cannot keep up with the assignments I should do”, “because of the things I
experienced in the past, I cannot memorize the necessary vocabulary items” and “vocabulary

1s important for this exam, but I cannot memorize enough vocabulary items”.

Task difficulty’ was another failure reason for the participants of this study. Task
difficulty as a failure attribution was cited by four of the five participants. Some of the
criticisms about the difficulty of the examination were “Difficulty of the exam is above the
standard levels”, “YDS exam difficulty is more than necessary” and “I think YDS exam is a

difficult one”.

The other failure attribution of the participants was /uck, which was cited twice as the
reason for their failure in YDS examination. One of the criticism about luck was “I can say it

is to do with being lucky”.

Participants’ Perceived Reasons for ‘Failure’ in self-assessment papers are shown in

table 6.
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Table 6. Perceived Reasons for Failure

Participants Failure Attributions

PARTICIPANT 1 Lack of concentration
No luck

PARTICIPANT 2 Not enough time

No discipline
Not enough practicing

Lack of vocabulary knowledge

PARTICIPANT 3 Circumstances
Difficulty of the examination
Not enough practicing

Not enough time

PARTICIPANT 4 Belief in luck
Difficulty of the examination
Bad mood

Sense of qualification for jobs

PARTICIPANT 5 Bad mood
Difficulty of the examination
Not practicing hard

Lack of vocabulary knowledge

Table 6 indicates that the most cited perceived reasons for failure were about ability,
task difficulty and effort. These two factors were expressed with ‘not practicing hard, not
enough practicing, lack of vocabulary knowledge, difficulty of the examination and not

enough time’.
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Findings of failure attributions in the self-assessment papers suggested that perceived
beliefs of failure are internal and external in terms of locus of causality, stable and unstable

in view of  stability; controllable and uncontrollable in controllability.
4.2. Semi-structured Interview

Semi-structured interview was conducted to make some statements clear and

understandable in terms of attributions, through which reliable data was obtained.

All of the participants thought that they conceptualize the notion of ‘doing well” with
the score they get from the national examination, YDS. The reason for this was because the
score was the most important criteria to determine how successful they were in the
examination and it was a medium to achieve their goals such as academic career and
promotion. The higher score they got, the better positions they could reach. Some of the
excerpts were “the better score it is, the better chance I have”, “score of the examination is the
medium with which I can get what I want” and “score is a passport to success in academic

career”.

‘Feedback from others’ was a reason for considering themselves successful in that
they would feel better when their achievements were appreciated, not for occupational,
academic aspects. This was a kind of source for their being proud of themselves. Excerpt
about feedbacks from others was “I feel motivated and honored when I am appreciated by

somebody close to me”.

‘Comparison with others’ was another success indicator through which participants

made out the level of their success or failure by noticing the standards.
The following examples illustrate the notions of doing well:

Participant 1: “1 will understand how successful I am after the results are announced”,

“I feel successful when I am appreciated by my exam results.

Participant 2: “Score of the examination is the main indicator of my success”,

“comparison with others can be a good scale for my success”.

Participant 3: “Score is important to determine the success level”.
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Success and failure attributions of the participants in the self-assessment papers were
verified with the interview. ‘Discipline’ as a belief for success was referred to indicate effort
factor by the participant 2. Moreover, enough time, trying hard and practicing hard was

mentioned to emphasize the significance of ‘effort factor’.

To emphasize the importance of ability was the reason why ‘special techniques’,
‘enough knowledge’ and ‘concentrating’ were mentioned. When details about these beliefs
were given by the participants, the meanings of them showed ‘ability factor’ clearly. A few of
the explanation in the interview about these specific beliefs were “concentrating is a matter of
ability”, “in my opinion, special techniques entail a practical mind which is to do with ability”

and “If one does not have enough intelligence, he or she cannot receive information, which

means he or she is lack of ability”.

Mood, on the other hand, was cited in self-assessment papers by two participants of this
study. Both of the participants put down the word “mood” in their self-assessment papers to
emphasize the importance of ability. Excerpts about mood were “If | am in a bad mood I

cannot understand what I read”, “I need to feel good to score better in the exam”.

The findings obtained through semi-structured interview revealed that success
attribution confirmed that participants’ perceived success attributions were to a great extent
internal. Again, they do not change over the time and can be taken under control by the
individuals, so they were stable and controllable. Other than success attributions, through
semi-structured interview, participants attributed their perceived beliefs of failure to effort,
ability, luck and task difficulty. This confirmed the findings of self-assessment as internal and
external in terms of locus of causality; stable and unstable in view of stability; controllable
and uncontrollable in controllability because of effort, ability, task difficulty and luck

attributions of the participants.
4.3. Open-ended Questionnaire

Open-ended questionnaire was conducted before the YDS exam and after YDS exam
were analyzed and the results of “pre” and “post” questionnaires were compared to verify the
validity of the notion of ‘doing well’, perceived reasons of the participants for success and

failure in national foreign language test.

To obtain necessary data, open-ended questionnaire was built up in accordance with the

research questions.
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Open-ended questions were as below:

1. How do you conceptualize the notion of being successful in language examination?
2. What reasons do you attribute to your perceived success in language exam?

3. What reasons do you attribute to your perceived failure in language exam?

The answers given to the questionnaire showed that all of the five participants were of the
same opinion about the “notion of being successful”. The response, in common, to the first
question was ‘the score’ of the YDS exam. All the participants stated that the score

determines their level of success or failure.

Moreover, two of the five participants conceptualized the notion of being successful with
‘feedbacks from others’, which means, apart from the score, these two participants take other

people’s opinion into consideration while determining whether they are successful or not.

‘Comparison with others’ is another way of participants to conceptualize the notion of
being successful. Two of the five participants referred to ‘comparison with other examination
takers’ as the success. ‘Sense of achievement’, ‘sense of qualification for jobs’ and
‘completing a set of goal’ were other notions of being successful. And each of them was

stated once as the indicator of being successful by the participants.

Responses to Question 1 “How do participants conceptualize the notion of doing well in the

exam they are preparing for?” was shown in the table 7.
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Table 7. Notion of Doing Well, Questionnaire

Participants The notion of ‘doing well’
PARTICIPANT 1 Score

Feedback from Others
PARTICIPANT 2 Score

Comparison with others

PARTICIPANT 3 Score
Sense of achievement

Completing set of goal

PARTICIPANT 4 Score
Feedback from Others
Comparison with others
Sense of qualification for

jobs

PARTICIPANT 5 Score

Table 7 shows the participants’ notion of ‘doing well’ in the exam. It is obvious that
the score of the examination is the main conceptualization the notion of ‘doing well’.
‘Comparison with others’ is the second major factor that the participants referred to the notion

of doing well besides ‘score’.

Responses to Question “What reasons do the academic staff attribute to their

perceived successes in the exam they are studying for?”

As for the second question in the questionnaire, all of the five participants attributed
their success to practicing hard, which indicates the ‘effort’ factor. The answers to the

question two revealed that enough knowledge was important, which indicates the ‘ability’

31



factor. Ability factor was indicated by all of the participants with different expressions such

as; ‘practicing hard, study hard and trying hard’.

‘Ease of the work’ was attributed by four of the five participants, which indicates the

‘difficulty of the task’ factor.

‘Special techniques, mood, enough time, concentrating and teacher’ were other

success attributions which were stated once in the answers of the participants.

Table 8. Responses to Question “What reasons do the Academic Staff Attribute to

Their Perceived Successes in the Exam They are Studying for?”

Participants Perceived Success Attributions

PARTICIPANT 1 Ability
Effort

PARTICIPANT 2 Effort
Ability
Task Difficulty

PARTICIPANT 3 Effort
Ability
Task Difficulty
Luck

PARTICIPANT 4 Effort
Ability
Luck
Task Difficulty

PARTICIPANT 5 Effort
Ability
Task Difficulty
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Table 8 shows the perceived success attributions of the academic staff. All the
participants attribute their perceived successes to mainly their effort and ability. The other
factors such as task difficulty and luck were cited as success attributions. Task difficulty was

cited three times while luck was cited twice by the participants.

Responses to the second question in the pre-questionnaire revealed, major success
attributions were ability and effort, which indicated internal, stable and controllable
dimensions just as the findings obtained in the self-assessment papers and semi-structured

mterview.

Responses to Question 3 “What reasons do the academic staff attribute to their

perceived failure in the exam they are studying for?”

As for the answer given to the third question by the participants, ‘lack of practicing
and difficulty of the examination’ were the most frequently attributed reasons to their failure.
Each of these two reasons was written three times in their answers to the third question. ‘Lack
of concentration and lack of vocabulary’ were written twice as the failure reason, which

indicates the ‘effort and ‘ability’ factor.

‘Lack of luck, circumstances, bad mood and not enough time’ were the other reasons

attributed to their failures by the participants of this study.

Responses to Question 3 “What reasons do the academic staff attribute to their

perceived failure in the exam they are studying for?” is shown in the following table:
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Table 9. Responses to Question “What Reasons do the Academic Staff Attribute to

Their Perceived Failures in the Exam They are Studying for?”

Participants Perceived Failure Attributions
PARTICIPANT 1 Effort

Task Difficulty
PARTICIPANT 2 Ability

Task Difficulty
PARTICIPANT 3 Effort

Luck
PARTICIPANT 4 Ability
PARTICIPANT 5 Effort

Task Difficulty

Table 9 indicates the perceived failure attributions of the academic staff. Effort and
ability factors are the most cited attributions. Task difficulty was another frequently cited
attribution by the participants. It illustrates the failure attributions of the participants. Three
participants are of the opinion that ‘effort’ and again three participants have the same opinion

about ‘task difficulty’, two participants is the main reason behind their failures

The findings through pre-questionnaire about the perceived failure revealed that most
frequently cited attributions were effort and ability. So, failure attributions were internal,

stable and controllable.

After the examination, all the participants were asked to answer the questionnaire
again to ascertain the validity of their statements about the notion of being successful, success
attributions and failure attributions. The results of the post-questionnaire were very close to

those of the pre-questionnaire.

Firstly, the notion of being successful was conceptualized with ‘score’. The score
achieved was again the main factor in determining how successful the participants were in the

examination. And again, comparison with others was the second frequent answer written as

34



the conceptualization of being successful in the post-questionnaire. Different from the pre-

questionnaire, feedback from others was not mentioned in the answers of participants.

Table 10 shows comparison of responses to the first question of the pre and post

questionnaires.

Table 10. Comparison of Notion of Doing Well in Pre and Post Questionnaires

Participants

Pre-Questionnaire

Post-questionnaire

PARTICIPANT 1

PARTICIPANT 2

PARTICIPANT 3

PARTICIPANT 4

PARTICIPANT 5

Score

Feedback from others

Score

Comparison with others

Score
Sense of achievement

Completing a set of goal

Score
Sense of qualification for jobs
Comparison with others

Feedback from others

Score

Score

Score

Score

Score
Comparison with

others

Score

As it is obvious from the table 10 conceptualization of the notion of ‘doing well’

turned into the ‘score’ after the examination. Only the participant 5 had the same notion of

doing well as in the pre-questionnaire.
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On the other hand, the answer to the question two revealed the consistency between

the pre and post questionnaire. As in the pre-questionnaire, effort was written by all of the

participants as the success attribution. Ability was the second most frequently stated reason by

the four of the five participants.

Table 11 shows comparison of success attributions between the pre and post

questionnaires.

Table 11. Comparison of Success Attributions Between the pre and Post Questionnaires

Participants

Pre-Questionnaire

Post-questionnaire

PARTICIPANT 1

PARTICIPANT 2

PARTICIPANT 3

PARTICIPANT 4

PARTICIPANT 5

Ability
Effort

Effort
Ability
Task Difficulty

Effort
Ability
Task Difficulty

Effort
Ability
Luck

Effort
Task Difficulty

Effort

Effort
Ability

Effort
Ability

Effort
Ability

Effort
Task Difficulty

Table 11 indicates the consistency between the pre and post questionnaire results

about the success attributions. Effort and ability as internal factors were the main attributions

in terms of success in both pre and post questionnaire.

Findings about success attributions obtained from post-questionnaire were in tune with

the findings obtained from pre-questionnaire. That is, success attributions of the participants
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were again internal, stable and controllable since their perceived reasons for success were

ability and effort.

The answers to the third question showed that failure attributions stated in the pre and

post questionnaire differed in two aspects. As in the pre-questionnaire, effort and difficulty of

the task were cited as failure attributions. Different from the pre-questionnaire, ability and

luck factor were not mentioned in the answers of participants.

Table 12 shows comparison of failure attributions between the pre and post

questionnaires.

Table 12. Comparison of Failure Attributions between the Pre and Post Questionnaires

Participants

Pre-Questionnaire

Post-questionnaire

PARTICIPANT 1

PARTICIPANT 2

PARTICIPANT 3

PARTICIPANT 4

PARTICIPANT 5

Ability
Luck

Effort
Ability
Task Difficulty

Effort
Ability
Task Difficulty

Effort

Ability

Luck

Task difficulty

Effort
Task Difficulty
Ability

Effort
Task Difficulty

Effort
Task Difficulty

Effort

Effort
Task Difficulty

Effort
Task Difficulty
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Table 12 shows a clear change in the failure attributions. While ability, effort, task
difficulty and luck were cited as failure attributions in the pre-questionnaire, only effort and

task difficulty were cited as failure attributions in the post-questionnaire.
4.4. Discussion

The present study was designed to survey Academic staff’s beliefs about language
examinations and reasons for their success or failure. Participants were asked to report their

perception about the notion of doing well and causal attributions for success and failure.

As in the hypothesis of Weiner (1986) the findings of the study verified the bipolar
dimensions of locus, stability, and control for success and failure. All the factors as
attributions, namely ‘luck, ability, task difficulty, and effort” were found out as the causal

attributions by the academic staff who prepares for national examination, YDS.

Parallel findings out of the self-assessment papers, questionnaires and interview suggest
that ‘score of the examination’ is the major conceptualization in terms of being successful or
doing well in the exam. Score of the exam is the medium through which the academic staff
can achieve their set of goals, reach the positions or status they desire. This shows the real
motive behind the academic staff’s conceptualization the notion of ‘doing well’ in the national
examination. Therefore, they have positive belief towards learning English and taking YDS
examination because of the importance of English for their academic career, which reflects
both instrumental and integrative motivation (Gardner & Lambert, 1972) as English is

considered important for enhancing their status.

All of the participants of this study put a vital importance on ‘effort’ for success in
language examination, which indicates the necessity for discipline, regular practicing, trying
hard in language examination. Weiner (1979, 1986) as an internal attribution, effort, produce
greater change in self-efficacy impact than external attributions. This is a crucial view to point
out how significant the level of effort is. The more effort the language learners and exam
takers exert, the greater improvement they get. In a study conducted by Lei and Qin (2009),
important ties were detected between learners’ teacher and effort attributions and their
English language achievement. Likewise, Peacock (2010) has found significant relationships
between attributions and EFL proficiency. Results of the study for causal attributions and
proficiency for exam preparation indicated that effort attribution was the best predictor of

high scores. All the participants bounded effort with the score, with which they
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conceptualized the notion of doing well in the exam. And after the examination, the

participants confirmed this attribution as a major factor for doing well.

‘Ability’, on the other hand, was another causal attribution for success and failure.
Hsieh and Challert (2008) studied the causal attributions in EFL learner’ achievement. The
results of their study suggested that ability attributions were predictive of foreign language
achievement on the part of learners. Ability sheds light upon the result, score and outcome of

any progress such as language learning examination.

‘Task difficulty’ was cited as an important causal attribution by four of the participants.
Although effort and ability attributions were cited as the main reason for their success and
failure, participants stated the significance of the exam difficulty in completing their set of
goals. Actually, task difficulty or ease of work can be crucial for motivation of the language
learners or exam takers, which may have positive or negative effect on the result of the
progress. Since task difficulty is an external factor, learners’ self-confidence can suffer due to

uncontrollable factors.

On the other hand, the results of the self-assessment papers suggest that the participants,
in some way, tend to attribute their success or failure to teacher influence, too. This is also in
tune with the study of Williams and Burden (1999) who discovered that a teacher has a

significant role in student belief of language learning success and failure.

As for the ‘luck’ factor, it was mentioned in the self-assessment papers and
questionnaire. The findings about luck in the self-assessment papers were parallel to the ones
in the questionnaire, which increases the validity of the results. As an attribution, luck is an
external factor that has influence on the success or failure of the language learners as exam
takers. Although the factor luck may not be perceived as a reason or belief for success or
failure by all of the participants, it has a psychological effect on the performance of the

learners as language learners.

To draw a summary table, the findings of self-assessment papers, questionnaire and
semi-structured interview were parallel to each other to a great extent in terms of ability and
effort attributions. These two internal attributions were cited in both self-assessment papers
and questionnaire as the most important element of success in both language learning and

YDS examination. That is, success was attributed to internal factors by all of the participants.
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Again, the findings of self-assessment papers, questionnaires and interview were in
accord with each other in terms of failure attributions. Especially, post-questionnaire verified
this claim. As the questionnaire was conducted before and after YDS examination, the results
out of it were very important to confirm the attributions. So, the findings were in tune with
each other, which showed both internal and external factors were predictive of failure in
language learning and taking YDS examination. As in the success attributions, ability and
effort were the main reason for failure, but task difficulty was another major failure attribution
for the participants of this study. Therefore, failure attributions were not only internal ones but

external.

The other attribution, luck, was cited as a reason for failure but ability, effort and task

difficulty were of great importance as reasons for failure.

In this thesis, the notion of doing well, success and failure attributions of academic staff
in YDS examination were studied. The findings which were obtained through self-assessment
papers, questionnaires and semi-structured interview verified the validity of the study in terms

of consistent results.

For a general deduction out of the findings, indicated that the notion of doing well was
conceptualized with the score achieved from foreign language achievement test. And also, it
is clear that while participants of the study attributed a successful result effort and ability.
This means that they were sure that they had the ability and control of effort to successfully
complete future tasks. On the other hand, they attributed failure mainly to task difficulty. This
means they attributed the result to something out of their control, which is not a good sign for

their confidence about future success.

All the findings through self-assessment, semi-structured interview and pre/post-
questionnaire revealed that participants’ success attributions were mainly internal, stable and
controllable while their failure attributions were in ‘unstable, external and uncontrollable’ in
terms of dimensional model of Weiner (1979). Different instruments confirmed the validity
and reliability of the obtained findings. The only different result not in tune with the results
obtained through other instruments was the failure attribution ‘task difficulty’ in post-

questionnaire.
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CHAPTER V

5. Conclusions and Implications

In this chapter, findings of the present study and the other studies are combined and
compared in terms of the researches that have been conducted so far. All the findings of the
present study is associated with related literature. Implications of the study are stated and

suggestions for further researches are added.

5.1. Conclusions

This study offers a perspective into the attributed factors of the academic staff about
their success and failure in language achievement tests. Success attributions of the participants
were mostly internal. This illustrates importance of self-esteem in participants. Attribution
theory suggests that attributions for these outcomes ultimately help to form emotional and
behavioral responses (Weiner, 1985)

Attribution theory is a medium through which perceived reason or belief about a
specific case, situation or result can be clarified. This is the core of this theory. In terms of
psychological aspects, these perceived beliefs or reasons can be crucial for following specific
cases. In academic world, the importance of attributions in language learning and studying for
foreign language achievement tests is inevitably great in that academic staff have to prove
their level of foreign language knowledge and this process takes a period of studying and
learning which educational psychology has an immense role in. Pioneers of this theory claim
that individual’s self-assessment of his/her success or failure is of great importance in
determining the result of a future event (Weiner, 2000).

Findings of the study revealed that internal and external factors were cited as success
and failure attributions. This variety is natural as causal attributions might be very different
from each other depending on the culture, the person, and the task (Graham, 1991).

In this study, three aspects about the perceptions of people were determined line with
the model of causal attributions that Weiner (1969) developed by identifying three causal
dimensions about people’s perceptions of event and the result of that event. These are
stability, controllability, and locus of causality.

The results of the study confirm the significance of learners’ awareness of internal and
external factors in language learning and in achieving test. Every participant of the study

spontaneously wrote a self-assessment paper, answered the questions asked in the interview
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and questionnaires about their perceived reasons or beliefs in language achievement test. This
shows how much the theory “a naive psychology of the layperson” (Heider, 1958) is right.

Another interesting point in this study was the choice of attributions by the
participants. This was associated with “attribution preference” (William and Burden, 2000).
That is, participants of this study attributed the success to internal but failure to external
factors. The origin of success belongs to the individuals while the origin of the failure is an
outside factor.

Finally, this study provided an insight into the academic staffs’ notion of doing well,
perceived reasons and beliefs about their success and failure in the foreign language
achievement. Educational psychology has a key role in effective learning process. Therefore,
awareness of causal attributions about a success or failure will either convey an academic to a

similar success again or prevent a similar failure.

5.2. Limitations of the Study

There were some limitations to this study. The first limitation is related to the population
of the study. The population of this study is limited to some academic staff in Adana Science
and Technology University. So the results of the study cannot be generalized directly to all
academic staff all over Turkey. The results can only provide us with insights and a general

opinion from this specific sample.

In addition, participants’ language learning and motivational beliefs may vary
depending on different learning and studying phases, environments, teachers’ feedback, and
the learning tasks. Perhaps at the beginning of a course, how much time participants spend on
studying the foreign language may rely heavily on their language learning beliefs, their
assumptions about what language learning is like. However, later on in the course, how much
effort and time academic staff spend on the language they are learning may depend more on
their attributions and the evaluation of their self-efficacy beliefs, or on teachers’ feedback.
Therefore, beliefs, motivation, and achievement may change accordingly. The second
limitation is that each academic staff needs different score for her/his academic or career goal.
All these changes can provide different results in different environment, conditions, task and

periods.
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5.3. Implication of the Study

Being aware of perceived beliefs for why a result occurred is important in building
self-efficacy and it gives an individual more confidence when approaching the task. Positive
beliefs about one’s abilities and capabilities lead to desired results thus leading the learner to
conceptualize that it is his/her effort and ability that led to success. So, learners who are more
aware of these will also take more responsibility for the outcomes of their study period.

Learner autonomy and self-awareness are absolutely determining factors for student

motivation. When learners notice that they are responsible for the result of events or grades,
they tend to become more involved and active in the learning process. Therefore, language
teachers should help learners establish the value of effort and ability.
If the learners’ beliefs are not compatible with the reality, they can break down their
motivation and decrease language performance while studying for an achievement test.
Therefore, in a classroom environment, it is very important to understand these learners and
help them identify their beliefs about success and failure.

When learners’ perceived attributions about their success and failure are taken into
consideration, benefits of the preparation period in the classroom will surely increase.
Determining locus of causality, stability and controllability can ease the processes for the

learners in the preparation period for achievement test.

If the reason for an outcome is internal, value of ability and effort factors should be
clarified for the exam takers by the language teachers or instructors. This will offer a valuable
insight for the future success of the learners. Likewise, determining internal factors as the
reason behind a failure will offer a perspective to prevent future failure. It is valid for the

other dimensions of attribution theory.

As the findings of this study suggests, ‘internal, stable and controllable’ factors were
the attributions for success while ‘external, unstable and uncontrollable’ factors were the
attributions for failure. Therefore, in an exam preparation atmosphere, language teachers
should give an extra consideration for this educational psychology in order to get repetitive

success and prevent future failures.
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5.4. Suggestions for Further Research

The present study was conducted with only 5 academic staff in Continuing
Education Center of Science and Technology University, Adana. And the study was
conducted for only one foreign language achievement test period. In a similar study, the
number of the participants might be increased in order to have more insights that can be
generalized to all academic staffs. Moreover, with a bigger number of participants, this kind
of study may be conducted in other educational institutions to have better findings in
preparation period and language learning for academic staff and other career pursuers who are

required to have a certain level of foreign language knowledge.

Furthermore, both qualitative and quantitative methods may be used in a similar

study to obtain various data. This may offer a better insight into the matter.

The present study described the attributions of academic staff as examination takers
and language learners. In further studies, it may be fruitful to investigate the attributions of
teachers, instructors, lecturers so as to obtain a more comprehensive and detailed

understanding, perspective and view of the issues about causal attributions.
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7.6. Appendix 6: Questionnaire

Success and Failure Attributions and Notion of Doing Well Questionnaire

1. How do you conceptualize the notion of being successful in language examination?

2. What reasons do you attribute to your perceived success in language exam?

3. What reasons do you attribute to your perceived failure in language exam?
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