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Abstract 

Ongoing reports of the achievement gap suggest the need for effective interventions that can increase motivation 
and academic outcomes for African-American youth. This study describes a 3-week evidence-based attribution 
retraining intervention designed to alter harmful beliefs associated with academic failure among 
African-American middle school students. Guided by attribution theory, the lessons in the intervention were 
designed to help students modify maladaptive attributions for academic failure and understand that positive 
academic outcomes could be obtained through increased preparation and effort. Participants included 64 6th 
graders identified as low achieving who were randomly assigned to either a treatment or wait-list control group. 
Results showed significant increases in adaptive attributions and decreases in maladaptive attributions for the 
treatment group compared to the control group. Implications for policy and practice are discussed. 

Keywords: African-American, motivation, urban education, academic achievement, intervention, middle school, 
youth, attribution 

1. Introduction  

African American experiences within the U.S. education system have historically been characterized by ongoing 
mistreatment, inequalities, and the Black-White achievement gap (Boykin & Noguera, 2011; Darling-Hammond, 
2007) with African American students, in particular African American males, consistently and historically lagging 
behind their non-ethnic-minority counterparts in grade point average and other academic indicators (Ford & 
Moore, 2013; Jencks & Phillips, 1998; Johnson, 2002). Results of national standardized tests over the last five 
decades have shown that a higher percentage of African American students score below their peers in reading and 
mathematics achievement and that this gap increases between African American and Whites during the transition 
from elementary to middle school (United States Department of Education, 2009a, 2009b, 2015). 

A wealth of research links African-American students’ academic underperformance with a number of macro-level 
factors including low socioeconomic status, poor performing schools, and low parental involvement (see Barton, 
2003; Darling-Hammond, 2007) and efforts to address these outwardly observable, if complex, factors related to 
educational inequities has yielded limited gain. We argue that these efforts can be augmented by increased 
consideration of micro-level factors including students’ own perceptions and attitudes. To illustrate, there is a 
documented relationship between African-American students’ perceptions of achievement and academic 
outcomes in that, for example, African-American students labeled as gifted are more likely to exhibit belief in the 
“American Achievement Ideology” – the notion that working hard in school will result in long-term gain, than are 
non-gifted identified African-American students (Ford, 1992; Irving & Hudley, 2008; Ogbu, 1991). This belief, in 
turn, has been associated with positive behavior and effort in school and students’ positive beliefs in their own 
academic achievement and future outcomes related to their education (Ford, 1992; Sanders, 1998). Despite 
evidence for a proximal relationship between academic attitudes and outcomes, very little research has explored 
the potential of African-American students’ own personal attitudes and beliefs regarding their experienced 
academic (under)achievement as a vehicle to impact achievement outcomes (see Barton, 2003 and 
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Darling-Hammond, 2007 for exceptions). In this study, we assess the effectiveness of a culturally relevant, 
attribution theory guided, school-based intervention for urban African-American middle school students. The 
specific goal of the intervention was to adaptively modify students’ beliefs regarding academic achievement and 
thereby improve students’ academic behaviors and outcomes.  

1.1 Attribution Theory and the Link Between Achievement-Related Cognition and Behavior 

Attribution theory outlines a cognitive sequence that individuals undergo in response to an unexpected or 
undesirable event, and is therefore a useful theoretical framework for examining the relationship between 
perceived causes of academic failure and subsequent achievement expectations, behaviors, and outcomes (Weiner, 
2000). Attributions are answers to why questions; for example, in the academic domain one might ask, “Why did I 
fail the exam?” or, “Why didn’t I pass that class?” The causal attribution or reason an individual provides for why 
certain events or outcomes occur can vary widely (e.g., I’m not smart enough, I couldn’t focus, the teacher is 
biased...etc.; Weiner, 1985). Rather than focus on a given reason or cause per se, attribution theorists examine the 
underlying properties of causes. There are three properties, or dimensions, on which any stated cause can be 
classified: (1) locus, whether the reason is either internal or external to the individual; (2) controllability, whether 
the cause is determined by volitional influence or not; and (3) stability, whether a cause can change over time or is 
expected to remain constant (Weiner, 1995; 2000). All causes are theoretically classified into one of the eight cells 
of a locus X stability X controllability matrix. 

In U.S. culture the most frequently reported causes of academic success or failure are ability (e.g., “I failed the test 
because I was not smart enough”) and effort (e.g., “I failed the exam because I did not try hard enough”) (Graham 
& Weiner, 1993; Weiner, 1985). Due to their underlying causal properties, ability and effort are each associated 
with distinct psychological and behavioral outcomes (Weiner, 1985; 2000). Ability is typically perceived as 
internal, stable, and controllable. When we attribute failure to low ability, we tend to see this outcome as a 
characteristic of ourselves, enduring over time, and beyond personal control – according to attribution theory the 
emotional-behavioral consequence of this attribution is discouragement and resignation. Effort is also internal but, 
unlike ability, is unstable and controllable – a state rather than a trait and one that is modifiable by one’s own 
volition. The typical emotional-behavioral consequence of a failure due to lack of effort is hope and to try harder in 
the future. In failure situations, attributions to lack of ability (stable, uncontrollable) are motivationally 
maladaptive (associated with decreased motivation, performance, and participation) whereas attributions to lack of 
effort (unstable, controllable) are motivationally adaptive (associated with high achievement striving, academic 
performance, motivation, persistence, and task participation; Weiner, 1995; 2000). As such, attribution retraining 
interventions have been utilized in an effort to modify students’ beliefs about their academic failure outcomes from 
stable (i.e., ability) to unstable causes (i.e., effort). The overall findings of most attribution retraining interventions 
indicate that by increasing students’ adaptive thoughts, researchers can also improve students’ achievement 
outcomes (see reviews in Haynes, Perry, Stupnisky, & Daniels, 2009; Robertson, 2000; Wilson, Damiani, & 
Shelton, 2002).  

1.2 An Attributional Approach to Understanding Motivation Among African-American Youth 

Due to the rich framework it provides, researchers have expressed that attribution theory may be extremely useful 
in addressing low academic achievement and motivation among ethnic-minority youth (Graham, 1994; van Laar, 
2000). Research supports a link between causal stability, expectancy, and achievement among African American 
students in particular (Graham, 1984; Willig, Harnisch, Hill & Maehr, 1983). For example, Graham (1984) and 
Willig et al., (1983) found that low ability (a stable attribute) was associated with low expectancy, low persistence, 
test anxiety, and low math achievement for African American students. Graham (1984) also revealed 
socioeconomic differences in that African American students from middle-SES groups were more likely to 
attribute their failures to lack of effort than African American students for low-SES groups and White students 
from both low- and middle-SES groups. A more recent study showed changes in attributions across time, such that 
African American students were more likely to attribute their academic failure to low ability across the transition 
from middle- to high-school and that these attributions had impacts on future classroom engagement (Swinton, 
Costes, Rowley & Okeke-Adeyanju, 2011).  

Additionally, although only a few attribution retraining interventions have targeted African American students, 
researchers have also found support that attributional retraining interventions could be effective in improving 
African American youth’s academic and behavioral outcomes (e.g., Aronson, Fried, & Good, 2002; Blackwell et 
al., 2007). Based on a comparative analysis of the effects of attribution retraining programs, researchers have 
reported more improvement in African Americans students’ academic performance, engagement, and school 
identification compared to that of white students following participation in an evidence-based attribution 
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retraining intervention (e.g., Aronson et al., 2002). Similarly, results of attribution retraining interventions using 
majority African American populations indicated positive effects on youths’ academic competence, motivation, 
and persistence, and increased likelihood to attribute academic failure to a lack of effort (an adaptive attribution) 
versus ability (Hudley, 2001; Graham, Taylor, & Hudley, 2015).  

The interventions mentioned above have obtained positive results by focusing on the four main causal attributions 
(i.e., ability or aptitude, effort/strategy, luck, and difficulty of the task). However, despite their presumed relevance, 
no studies to our knowledge have examined the role of culturally specific attributions, such as attributions to 
discrimination, which have been identified as relevant to the experiences of African-Americans or otherwise 
stigmatized groups (Graham & Hudley, 2005; Major, Quinton, & Schmader 2003). It is reasonable to assume that 
attributions to discrimination would be associated with academic failure for ethnic minority students, since 
African-American students are more likely than their white counterparts to report experiencing discrimination in 
school and these experiences have been found to be associated with academic disengagement (Seaton, Caldwell, 
Sellers, & Jackson, 2008; Smalls, White, Chavous & Sellers, 2007; Wong, Eccles & Sameroff, 2003).  

1.3 Current Study 

The current study investigated the beliefs that African-American students transitioning to middle school held 
concerning the causes of their academic failure and explored whether maladaptive beliefs could be altered through 
a brief culturally-adapted attribution theory based retraining program. It was argued that reframing 
African-American students’ perceptions of academic failure towards motivationally adaptive attributions would 
have a positive impact on education-related outcomes. In addition, we investigated to what extent the attribution 
retraining intervention was useful in altering attributions to discrimination, a less explored causal ascription that 
may be particularly relevant to African-American youth.  

Attribution theory is especially appropriate in that it not only outlines a motivational sequence which connects the 
reasons students give for their failure to relevant psychological and behavioral outcomes, it also offers a model for 
social-psychological interventions which have demonstrated success modifying students’ harmful beliefs, 
increasing adaptive beliefs and improving academic performance (e.g., Good et al., 2003; Wilson & Linville, 1982, 
1985). We used attribution theory as our guiding framework for studying African American middle school 
students’ beliefs about academic setbacks and for the intervention specifically designed to alter maladaptive 
beliefs among this group. 

Researchers have described transition periods as the most fitting time to pursue attributional retraining 
interventions because it is at this time that students are less aware of what to expect and therefore more open to a 
reframing of perception (Perry, Stupnisky, Hall, Chipperfield, & Weiner, 2010). The transition to middle school is 
particularly characterized by a decrease in academic performance, school liking, and academic motivation for 
students of all races (Anderman, Maehr, & Midgley,1999; Simmons, Black & Zhou, 1991; Steele, 1992; Wigfield, 
Lutz & Wagner, 2005). In addition to being characterized by an increasing race-based achievement gap, research 
shows that the middle school transition can be a decisive period for African-American youth’s achievement and 
motivation, especially for African-American males who are at an even greater risk for academic failure compared 
to their African American female and non-ethnic minority counterparts (Taylor & Graham, 2007; Yaffe, 2012). 
Although most attributional retraining programs to date have been administered during the transition to college, 
studies have shown that these programs can also be successfully implemented during the critical transition to 
middle school (Blackwell, Trzesniewski, & Dweck, 2007; Good et al., 2003), the period on which this study 
focuses.  

2. Method 

2.1 Recruitment and Selection of Participants 

Participants were recruited from three public middle schools situated within low-income urban settings in the 
greater Los Angeles area. Each middle school was selected because their student population included a large 
percentage of African-American students (50% or more), and more than half of the students received free/reduced 
lunch, an indicator that schools were located in lower income neighborhoods (Caldas, 1993; Ensminger et al., 
2000).  

Approximately 520 students were recruited in their homeroom during the beginning of their 6th grade year. The 
ethnic breakdown of these students was 55% African-American, 39% Latino, 4% White, and 2% who were 
classified in school records as “other.” Parental consent forms that explained the purpose of the study and 
guaranteed confidentiality were distributed to students across the three schools.  
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All students who returned a signed consent form (n = 306) were invited to complete a pre-questionnaire which 
asked students about their current grades and attributions for failure. Students reported their current grades in 
mathematics, English, history, and science. Each student’s GPA was later calculated using the average of the four 
grades on a 4.0 rating scale (1 = D, 4 = A). Attributions for failure were captured by an attribution questionnaire in 
which students were asked to recall the last time they did poorly on a test and to explain what caused this outcome 
by rating a set of attributions as possible reasons for their failure. 

Participants for the intervention were selected from the 168 African-American 6th graders (76 males and 92 
females) who completed the pre-questionnaire. Intervention participants were recruited based on the following 
criteria obtained from the pre-questionnaire data: 1) GPA below the sample median, 2) scoring below the sample 
mean for endorsing attributions to lack of effort (the desired attribution for this study), and 3) above the sample 
mean for attributions to low ability, external factors, or discrimination. In sum, students selected for the 
intervention were identified as low-achieving African American students who were less likely to attribute failure 
to lack of effort and more likely to attribute failure to stable or external causes. A total of 65 students met the 
eligibility criteria (37 females and 28 males). All students selected for the intervention agreed to participate, except 
for one male who had a scheduling conflict. Thirty-one participants were randomly assigned to the experimental 
group and 33 were assigned to the waitlist-control group.  

2.2 Intervention Implementation and Curriculum  

The attribution retraining program took place during lunch twice a week for three weeks. Each lesson lasted 
20-minutes and consisted of groups of 8-10 students. The number of students in each group, the number of sessions 
per week, and the duration of the current study were modeled after successful attribution retraining interventions 
conducted in middle schools (Vaughn, Denton & Fletcher, 2010; Blackwell et. al., 2007).  

In the current study, students in the experimental group participated in an effort-attribution focused intervention 
that was introduced as a program designed to encourage 6th graders to begin thinking about goal setting. The 
lessons in the intervention were aimed at helping students understand that positive academic outcomes (such as 
reaching their future goals and improving their current grades) can be obtained through preparation and effort. The 
students also were taught that academic failure was only a temporary setback that could be avoided in the future 
with adequate preparation. These messages were relayed to the students through lessons on taking personal 
responsibility for achievement, practice with effort strategies (such as goal setting), the sharing of personal 
experiences of peers and same-race college students, and learning about prominent figures in the media that 
overcame setbacks. Guided by recommendations from attribution-retraining studies designed specifically for 
African-American students, the current study consisted of lessons that were culturally sensitive (e.g., Graham, et 
al., 2015). In addition, culturally relevant components were also included, such as the interactions with same-race 
college and peer role models. Research suggests that mentor-mentee similarity (e.g., cultural and/or ethnic 
background) can be useful in helping students connect and relate to the messages provided by mentors, and that 
these connections are conducive to feelings of trust and bonding (Lee, 1999). The intervention was divided into 
three major components and included application assignments, and fidelity checks.  

2.2.1 Component 1: Introduction to the Program (1 Lesson) 

The first component of the intervention introduced students to the program and helped them to begin thinking 
about their future goals and how their goals were connected to their current schooling. Goal setting is a known 
effort strategy that has been found to be useful in motivating students to sustain effort (Bandura, 1997; Graham, 
Taylor, & Dolland, 2003). In this lesson students identified personal aspirations for the future and created related 
short-term goals that would help them obtain their long-term or future career goals. Over the course of the 
intervention, students revisited and verbally reported their progress on their short-term goal to the group.  

2.2.2 Component 2: Attribution Retraining (2 lessons) 

The second component of the intervention focused on identifying personal attributions for failure and modifying 
attributions for academic failures to unstable causes (e.g., lack of effort) rather than stable causes (e.g., low ability). 
Students were taught that at some point all students fail, do poorly, or fall short of meeting a goal, and that how 
they approach or view this failure outcome has an effect on their future outcomes. In these lessons students defined 
effort and generated effort strategies that they could use in their classes to reach their short-term goals (e.g., asking 
the teacher for help, trying harder on homework assignments). Overall, in this component, students were taught 
that through increased effort and hard work they could obtain their goals and prevent undesirable outcomes. 
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2.2.3 Component 3: Positive Same-Race Examples (3 Lessons)  

In the final component of the intervention same-race role models in the media, college students, and peers provided 
positive real-life examples of how setting goals, attributing failure to effort, and using effort strategies could help 
the students obtain their future goals and achieve better academic outcomes. For example, during the last session, 
local college students participated on a speaking panel, where they shared their personal experiences of 
overcoming obstacles and failure through increased effort. In addition, students in the intervention shared their 
own stories of how, over the course of the program, their increased effort helped them obtain their short-term goals. 
Real-life examples were used to illustrate to students that there are other same-race individuals with similar 
backgrounds that have overcome academic failure and obstacles to success.  

2.2.4 Self-Application Assignments 

At the end of each lesson, students were given a self-application assignment to complete outside of the intervention. 
These assignments consisted of either a brief task or question that was used to encourage students to continue 
thinking about the material they had just learned. At the beginning of each new lesson, students were asked to share 
their answers to the previous week’s self-application task. Examples of self-application assignments included, 
employing school success strategies (such as goal setting) in their actual classrooms and working towards the 
completion of the short-term goals they had created in (see 2.2.1). Goal setting has been identified as a strategy that 
is useful in gauging progress and sustaining motivation (Bandura, 1997; Graham, 2016). Previous attribution 
retraining studies have documented that using self-application assignments helped students to practice and retain 
skills introduced in experimental programming (Aronson et al., 2002). In addition, other research has shown that 
many students in early adolescence learn or remember information better when they can put the knowledge they 
have gained into action or apply it to their own lives (Freire, 2000). 

2.2.5 Fidelity Checks and Evaluation 

Additionally, procedure checklists were filled out after each lesson and at the end of the last session students were 
asked to complete an anonymous evaluation of the program. Research assistants completed the procedure checklist 
to assess consistency in the delivery of each lesson, to ensure that all components of the lesson were completed, 
and to report on students’ engagement during the lesson. Checklists were reviewed at the end of each week to 
confirm that every intervention group received the same materials and lessons. The evaluation distributed at the 
end of the intervention allowed students the opportunity to rate how much they liked the program, what they 
learned from the program, and their level of involvement in the program. Students were also asked to rate their 
understanding of the lessons and their experience with their group leader.  

3. Measures  

Data from both the experimental- and wait-list control groups were collected at three time points: before the 
intervention (i.e., pre-questionnaire/screening), one week following the intervention (i.e., post-questionnaire), and, 
to study potential long-term effects of the intervention, six weeks after the post-questionnaire (i.e., follow-up 
questionnaire). All questionnaires were identical and assessed students’ causal attributions for academic failure, 
and psychological and behavioral outcomes through a combination of self- and teacher-reported measures. 

3.1 Causal Attributions 

Attributions for failure were captured by a modified version of the attributional questionnaire utilized in Graham, 
et al., (2003). In this measure, students were asked to write about the last time they did poorly on a test and to 
explain what caused this outcome. After writing about their experience, students were asked to rate a set of 
attributions as possible reasons for their failure. These attributions included 11 items that assessed four 
attributional factors: low ability (e.g., “I’m just not smart enough,” α = .73), lack of effort (e.g., “I should have 
studied more,” α = .59), external factors (e.g., “The stuff I studied wasn’t on the test,” α = .59), and discrimination 
(e.g., “The teacher didn’t like me, because of my race/ethnic group,” α = .67). Each item was rated on a 5-point 
Likert scale (5 = definitely a reason, 1 = definitely not a reason).  

Following these attributions, students were asked to identify the single most important explanation for their 
academic failure. This could include one of the causal attribution items provided or any additional reason to which 
they attributed their poor performance.  

3.1.1 Psychological Outcomes 

Measures of future expectations and hope were used to assess students’ beliefs and emotions related to their 
academic achievement and future goals. Attribution theorists have hypothesized that psychological factors such as 
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hope and future expectations of success mediate the relationship between causal attributions and behavioral 
outcomes (Weiner, 2000). 

Future expectations. Students’ future expectations were measured using a modified version of the Children’s 
Future Expectation Scale (Wyman, Cowen, Work & Kerley, 1993). This measure included four items (e.g., “How 
sure are you that you will get good grades in middle school?”) rated on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = not at all sure, 5 
= very sure, α = .72).  

Hope. Students’ belief that they were in control and able to sustain paths to desired goals was measured by the 
Children’s Hope Scale. This measure consisted of six items (e.g., “Even when others want to quit, I know that I can 
find ways to solve the problem,” α = .81) rated on a 6-point Likert scale (1 = none of the time, 6 = all of the time; 
Snyder et al., 1997).  

3.1.2 Behavioral Outcomes 

Several behavioral measures were used to evaluate students’ achievement, behavior, and performance in the 
classroom. These measures included self-reported academic performance and engagement as well as teacher 
ratings of engagement and persistence.  

Academic performance. Academic performance was measured by each student’s current grade point average 
(GPA). Students indicated their current grades in mathematics, English, history and science. GPA was calculated 
using a 4.0 rating scale (1 = D, 4 = A).  

Engagement. Self-reported engagement was measured with four items developed by the Institute for Research and 
Reform in Education, Inc. (IRRE, 1998). Students were asked to respond to items such as, “I work very hard on my 
schoolwork” (1 = very true, 4 = not at all true; α = .77).  

Teacher ratings of engagement. Teachers rated each student’s engagement in the classroom (e.g., “In my class this 
student concentrates on doing his/her work”) using the Teacher Report of Engagement Questionnaire (Wellborn & 
Connell, 1991). This measure included six items rated on a 4-point Likert scale (1 = never, 4 = always; α = .89).  

Teacher ratings of persistence. To determine how tenacious students were in class, teachers reported on each 
student’s persistence. Persistence was captured with three items (e.g., “Student gives up easily on schoolwork”) 
that were based on a measure used by Graham, et al., (2003). Teachers rated each item on a 4-point scale (1 = never; 
4 = always; α = .83).  

4. Results 

To test effects of the intervention, three separate data analyses were completed. First, to examine the effects of the 
intervention on students’ causal attributions for academic failure, independent repeated-measure analyses of 
variance (ANOVAs) were conducted. A 2 (Treatment) X 2 (Time) X 2 (Gender) ANOVA with repeated measures 
on the second factor (i.e., time) was conducted for each causal attribution to determine changes in causal 
attributions from pre-questionnaire to post-questionnaire and, to explore possible lagged-effects, from 
pre-questionnaire to follow-up questionnaire. The same analyses were also used to test whether the intervention 
had an impact on psychological (i.e., future expectations, hope) and behavioral outcomes (i.e., academic 
performance, engagement, persistence), which were also measured at each time point.  

Second, experimental and control groups’ responses to the open-ended question about their primary reason for 
academic failure were compared to detect qualitative change in adaptive and/or maladaptive causal attributions 
over time. Lastly, an analysis of students’ evaluation of the current program was conducted to measure the social 
validity of the study including acceptability, importance of intervention effects, and student participation.  

As stated previously, survey data were collected from all students one week prior to the intervention 
(pre-questionnaire), one week following the intervention (post-questionnaire) and six weeks after the 
post-questionnaire (follow-up questionnaire). Preliminary analyses showed no significant differences between the 
experimental and waitlist control groups on the pre-questionnaire on any of the analyzed variables including causal 
attributions and psychological and behavioral outcomes (all ps ranged from .13 to .23).  
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Table 1. Experimental and control group pretest scores 

 Experimental Group Control Group 

Variable M SD M SD 

Causal Attributions     

Lack of Effort 3.36 .94 3.31 1.07 

Lack of Ability 2.79 .86 2.58 1.09 

External Attribution 2.44 1.21 2.37 1.21 

Discrimination 2.16 1.34 1.70 1.07 

Psychological Outcomes     

Hope 4.30 1.20 4.66 1.09 

Future Expectations 4.46 .43 4.51 .59 

Behavioral Outcomes     

Student Engagement 3.27 .45 3.36 .56 

GPA 2.09 .81 2.13 .78 

Student Engagement 2.24 .81 2.33 .83 

Persistence 2.78 .83 2.79 .93 

 

Table 1 presents the descriptive data for all pre-questionnaire variables used in the analyses by group.  

 

4.1 Intervention Effects 

4.1.1 Causal Attributions for Academic Failure 

Separate 2 (Treatment) X 2 (Time) X 2 (Gender) repeated-measures ANOVAs were carried out to test changes in 
each causal attribution immediately after the intervention (i.e., pre- to post-questionnaire) as well as at six-weeks 
after the intervention (i.e., pre-questionnaire to follow-up). Effect sizes for each significant interaction were 
calculated with Cohen’s d. These effect sizes were interpreted using Cohen’s (1988) guidelines for interpretation 
(i.e., 80 or higher indicated a large effect size, .50 a moderate effect size, and .20 a small effect size).  

Results showed no significant effects of the intervention on any of the causal attributions at the time of the 
post-questionnaire (i.e., lack of effort: (F(1.56) = 1.54, p = .22); lack of ability: (F(1,58) = 1.50, p = .23); 
discrimination: (F(1,58) = .14, p = .71); external attributions: (F(1,58) = .99, p = .32). These results suggest that 
students’ causal attributions for academic failure were not altered by the intervention immediately following 
completion of the intervention.  

However, significant results were found in the repeated-measures analyses comparing pre-questionnaire to 
follow-up data (collected six weeks after the post-questionnaire). Results of these analyses indicated a significant 
three-way interaction for attributions to lack of effort (F(1,52) = 4.00, p = .05) and a three-way interaction for 
attributions to discrimination that approached significance (F(1,53) = 3.07, p = .09). (Note 1) Specifically, for the 
variables lack of effort and discrimination, the effect of the intervention across time differed for males compared to 
female as is described below. 

Lack of effort. The 2 (Treatment) X 2 (Time) repeated-measures ANOVAs between gender indicated a 
near-significant two-way interaction on lack of effort – but only for boys (F(1,23) = 3.68, p = .06). As seen in 
Figure 1, the significant three-way interaction for lack of effort was generated primarily by a different pattern of 
change across time for males compared to females. For boys in the experimental group attributions to lack of effort 
increased from pre-questionnaire to the 6-week follow-up, t(26) = -2.03, p = .05, d = .64, whereas boys in the 
control group showed no significant difference in effort attributions during this time, t(12) = .73, p = .48. In 
contrast, there were no significant effects of the intervention on lack of effort attributions for girls in the 
experimental or control group. 
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students also noted that they learned important skills that will help them do better in school (e.g., built confidence, 
helped change grade). Additionally, 70% of the students identified that the program was easy to follow and that 
they would recommend this program to a friend.  

4.4 Summary of Findings 

The primary focus of this intervention was to increase adaptive attributions (e.g., lack of effort) and decrease 
maladaptive attributions towards academic failure (e.g., lack of ability, external attributions, discrimination). 
Although results did not show decreases in all maladaptive casual attributions, a trending decrease in attributions 
to discrimination and an adaptive increase in attributions to lack of effort 6-weeks after the intervention was 
evident for boys. In other words, this brief intervention was able to change maladaptive attributions among low 
achieving African-American males. In terms of psychological and behavioral outcomes, the intervention did not 
prove powerful enough to effect change. 

Intervention students’ qualitative report on their beliefs regarding the most salient reason for their academic failure 
showed adaptive change from pre- to follow-up questionnaire in that their attributions to lack of effort increased 
over time. In addition, student evaluation surveys provided support of positive intervention experiences for 
program participants.  

5. Discussion 

This study reports the efficacy of a culturally-adapted attribution retraining intervention for African American 6th 
graders at risk for academic failure. Although previous research using minority samples suggests that the 
evidence-based strategies used in attribution retraining interventions could also be beneficial in increasing 
academic achievement and motivation among African-American youth (e.g., Good et al., 2003), there have been 
only a few attribution retraining interventions that have concentrated on this population of students (see Hudley, 
2001; Graham, et al., 2015 for exceptions). Furthermore, to our knowledge there has been no culturally-adapted 
attribution retraining interventions that focused specifically on African-American students during the critical 
transition to middle school.  

Data from this randomized attribution retraining study provides some evidence that the strategies in these brief 
social-psychological interventions can be used to alter undesirable attributions about academic failure among 
African-American youth during a period of their educational journey that is faced with many challenges. Previous 
attribution retraining studies for African-American youth have shown increases in attributions to lack of effort 
(e.g., Hudley, 2001), the present study adds to this literature by providing evidence that attributional retraining 
interventions can also be useful forums for modifying harmful attributions that are salient to many academically 
at-risk students yet previously unexplored within these programs, such as ascriptions to discrimination.  

Being able to alter attributions to discrimination is particularly important for African-American youth because 
many students within this population report experiencing unjust treatment, which has been shown to have negative 
effects on their psychological well-being and academic performance (Wong et al., 2003). It has been suggested 
that the external properties of discrimination may be helpful to African-American youth’s self-esteem because it 
acts as a self-protective mechanism, and students are able to attribute their academic failure to something other 
than themselves (Crocker & Major, 1989). It has also been argued that, if considered stable by African American 
youth, (for example due do endured experiences or parental socialization), attributions of discrimination could be 
detrimental (Hughes et al., 2006; van Laar, 2000). This latter perspective is consistent with attribution theory 
which also discourages external attributions to the extent that they inhibit the sense of agency. Students in the 
current intervention were encouraged not to succumb to these beliefs, but to overcome perceived discrimination by 
continuing to put forth effort and disproving negative stereotypes that may be associated with their group.  

This study yielded intriguing findings regarding gender. As hypothesized, males in the experimental group 
increased in their ascriptions to the more adaptive attribution, lack of effort, while simultaneously decreasing their 
attributions to discrimination. It is unclear why these intervention effects were found among African-American 
males yet not females. Some researchers have proposed that an effective curriculum for African-American males 
in particular engages them in meaningful activities, incorporates material they are able to connect with, and allows 
them to discuss real issues (Howard, 2014; Tatum, 2005). Hence, the use of many of these elements in the present 
intervention may have added some novel appeal that resonated with males more so than females. For example, 
students in the intervention had the opportunity to discuss reasons for their academic failure, as well as learn about 
popular African-American male figures that faced challenges before achieving success in their careers (including 
then-President Barack Obama). Another possibility is that the messages provided in the study may have been new 
to males. Wilson and Linville (1985) proposed that the stronger effects for males in their study were due to females 
being more prone to discover the messages presented in the intervention on their own before the intervention could 
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be completed.  

Qualitative findings on students’ primary reason for academic failure and perceptions of the intervention support 
the previous literature suggesting that attribution retraining interventions could be beneficial in modifying 
attributions for African-American youth at risk for academic failure. Content analysis showed that, after the 
intervention, both boys and girls in the experimental group were more likely to endorse lack of effort and less 
likely to attribute failure to maladaptive attributions (i.e., lack of ability, discrimination, and external attributions). 
Furthermore, student evaluation surveys suggested that students perceived additional positive intervention effects 
and improvement in their academic behavior. Overall, survey reports showed that a majority of the students who 
participated in the intervention indicated that they liked the program, the program made a difference in their 
grades, and they learned important skills to help them do better in school. The fact that intervention effects 
regarding social validity and treatment acceptability were perceived positively by intervention participants at-risk 
for academic failure is an additional strength. Although not always reported in the literature on school-based 
interventions for at-risk youth, acceptability is an important aspect to consider when designing interventions for 
African American children and is often correlated with the effectiveness of and participant compliance with the 
intervention (Kratochwill & Stoiber, 2000). 

5.1 Limitations 

As with any intervention carried out in naturalistic educational settings, there are limitations of the current study. 
One limitation was the relatively small sample size. Although many social-psychological interventions have been 
successful with small samples, we suspect that the limited number of participants in this study contributed to 
insufficient power needed to detect differences between the groups on some variables. Studies with smaller sample 
sizes lend themselves to type II error -- incorrectly accepting the null hypothesis and assuming no significant 
effects when effects do in fact exist (Murphy & Myors, 2004). Although the results of the intervention are 
promising, scaling up is necessary for increased strength of interpretation of the findings.  

A second limitation, which is also related to completing experimental studies in natural settings, is the inability to 
take into account the variety of contextual factors that may impact the ability to detect the intervention’s 
effectiveness. Research has shown that contextual factors, such as influences from home, school, and peers, can 
have an impact on student motivation and achievement (Deci, Vallerand, Pelletier & Ryan, 1991; Miller & 
Brickman, 2004; Guay & Vallerand, 1997). Although measures were taken to minimize circumstantial influences 
(e.g., controlled design, selection criteria, treatment fidelity measures), it is possible that teacher ratings in 
particular were less responsive to reflecting (short term) change against a backdrop of deep-seated beliefs 
regarding student characteristics and behaviors (Oates, 2003; Seyfried, 1998). The important issue of 
acknowledging and honoring positive change in students with a history of low achievement or antisocial behaviors 
has been a focus in past intervention efforts (e.g., Graham, et al., 2015). 

A third limitation of this study was the lack of measures that could explore an underlying objective of attribution 
retraining interventions. Measures that were used in this study focused on the perception of effort (vs. ability) as a 
cause for an experienced past failure. This methodological decision allowed fundamental comparisons with past 
literature to be made, however a key focus of this and indeed other attribution retraining studies in general, is on 
behavioral effort and preparation as an avenue for improving academic outcomes in the future. Items like “I should 
have studied more” and “I didn’t try hard enough” express beliefs about past failure, but do not explicitly assess 
beliefs about the benefits of increased effort related to future outcomes. Longitudinal investigations and 
measurement tools that are more future-oriented are warranted to better address the implicit long-term goals of 
attribution retraining studies. Modified academic self-efficacy items such as “I can do better, if I try harder” or “I 
can do almost all the work, if I don’t give up” could examine the basic core of achievement-related attribution 
retraining interventions and would more effectively help to identify whether students view increasing effort as a 
strategy for changing unwanted academic outcomes in the future (Midgley et al., 2000).  

5.2 Implications for Policy and Practice  

This study focused on students’ own personal attitudes and beliefs regarding an experienced academic failure. 
From a policy perspective, this study highlights the value of student voice and the need for students’ perspectives 
to be included in the ongoing discussions and conversations surrounding how to improve the outcomes of African 
American youth. This intervention incorporated elements important in programming designed for urban African 
American youth. The lessons presented in the current intervention were culturally specific and included the use of 
same-race role models to help students connect to the messages provided and aid them in creating stronger bonds 
and trust with mentors (Hurd, Sanchez, Zimmerman & Caldwell, 2012: Lee, 1999, Miranda et al., 2005). 
Researchers have noted that successful interventions for at-risk minorities (especially African-American youth) 
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should be culturally sensitive and designed with the targeted population in mind (Graham, et al., 2003; LaPoint et 
al., 2006; Miranda et al., 2005; Tucker & Herman, 2002). Thus, the use of culturally relevant components as well 
as the unique opportunity for students to acknowledge attributions to discrimination, may have contributed to the 
success of this intervention. With modifications that address cultural differences, this intervention may also be 
beneficial to middle school students in other racial/ethnic groups who are struggling academically with the 
transition to middle school.  

In short, this intervention curriculum offers a model for educators to encourage positive thinking about school and 
goal setting particularly for African-American males. In addition to offering materials that are appropriate for the 
population being studied, the intervention also offers simple and socially acceptable activities that teachers can use 
to support students who may be at risk for academic failure.  

6. Conclusion 

In an aim to foster adaptive behaviors and improve academic outcomes for African-American youth, the current 
study incorporated students’ voices and perceptions into a brief school-based intervention program. Many 
researchers have suggested the need for a new approach to addressing the ongoing achievement gap – one that 
incorporates the often-omitted perspectives of students on these issues (Cook-Sather, 2006; Nieto, 1994). One of 
the primary focuses of this study was to understand how African-American students’ personal beliefs about the 
causes of their academic failures could be used to reframe their academic cognition and behaviors. This study 
provides preliminary evidence that through better understanding African-American students’ beliefs about their 
academic failures and success, educators can begin to formulate strategies and plans that can help improve the 
educational outcomes for these youth. Overall, this study gives promise that evidence-based interventions can be 
adapted to address the specific issues confronting African-American students before the critical transition to 
middle school. However, there is still much to understand in terms of gender differences and translating changes in 
students’ academic-related cognition to key and necessary changes in academic behaviors. 
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Note 

Note 1. Although a standard alpha of .05 was used in testing hypotheses for treatment effects, due to the small 
sample size, results approaching significance were also considered. Small sample sizes have the tendency to 
increase the chance of incorrectly accepting the null hypothesis because they often require large effects for any 
results to be significant. Previous social behavioral interventions have repeatedly shown small effects, thus 
statisticians have suggested using a more lenient alpha when working with small samples (Murphy & Myors, 
2004).  
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