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ABSTRACT

Previous studies have attempted to understand various motivational
factors that affect academic achievement. One of the cognitive factors
this study focuses on is the causal attribution of academic success and
failure. Causal attribution refers to one’s perception of the factors that
cause learning success and failure. These perceptions encompass three
dimensions: locus of causality, stability, and personal control. This
study aimed to determine whether causal attribution of academic
success and failure predicts academic achievement. 156 students of
Universitas HKBP Nommensen across batch years and majors
participated in this study. An adapted version of the Causal Dimension
Scale was employed as the research instrument. Academic performance
was measured using the Grade Point Average (GPA). The simple linear

stability regression analysis results highlight that causal attribution is a
significant predictor of academic achievement. Differences in causal
attribution between high performing and low performing students were
identified. The results imply that personal control is the significant
dimension of predicting student’s performance, which means that
student’s beliefs about their capacity to control causal factors, will
become a good predictor of their performance. Therefore the more
higher students’ believe that they are able to control causal factors will
enhacnce their academic achievement.

Introduction

One indicator of a country’s development is its education performance. PISA (Program for
International Student Assessment) is one of the systematic learning assessment models intend
on measuring the reading, mathematics, and science ability of students across the Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries. The OECD, including Indonesia,
regularly conduct PISA. PISA results can be used as an indicator of the quality of learning as
well as to map the learning outcomes of students globally. PISA is conducted by surveying
15-year-old students and testing their abilities, especially in reading, mathematics, and
science (OECD, 2019).

The OECD published the latest publication regarding PISA 2018 in December 2019.
The findings indicate that Indonesia was still ranked behind other South Asian countries such
as Malaysia and Singapore. On average, Indonesia has lower scores for reading, mathematics,
and science. Based on OECD (2019), Indonesian students scored 371 in reading, putting
Indonesia in rank 72 out of 78 countries. The average reading score was significantly below
the overall mean score of the OECD member countries. In mathematics, the mean score was
379, which placed Indonesia in number 72 out of 78 members. Similarly, the mean score was
also significantly below the average score of all members. In terms of science, Indonesia
ranked at 70 out of 78 countries with an average score of 396. This score in science remains
to be below the overall average science score of the OECD countries.
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The scores mentioned above by PISA indicate the generally low level of learning
achievement of Indonesian students compared to students from other countries. It highlights
the urgent concern for schools, teachers, parents, education practitioners, as well as the
government to analyze the core of students’ problems in learning and to formulate general
policies that could solve the problems.

Many efforts by the government to enhance national education quality in Indonesia
should be highly appreciated. For instance, the Minister Decree of National Education No.
045/U/2002 on Higher Education Curriculum manages the higher education competency
element (Republik Indonesia, 2002). Regulation of the Minister of Education and Culture of
the Republic of Indonesia No. 73 the year 2013 about National Qualification Implementation
Framework (KKNI) in Higher Education (Republik Indonesia, 2013) highlights that the
department must arrange learning outcomes and develop academic quality assurance. These
outcomes refer to KKNI education by their educational level in arranging, conducting, and
evaluating the curriculum. KKNI becomes the reference for faculty department due to its
policy, regulation, and guidance of curriculum arrangement. Several curriculum
improvements (e.g., specifying learning objectives, developing various teaching methods,
using digital learning) have been employed to achieve the expected competencies. These
aspects are considered as external factors of the learning process. However, in this case,
external factors overlook individual factors (e.g., motivation, intellectual, interest, values,
self-regulated learning, academic resilience, and learning strategy). These factors relate to
psychological aspects that provide better impact on students’ learning.

Motivation in learning has primarily been proven to be a significant factor in
predicting academic success and failure. It relates to several questions: What are students'
goal in learning? How many hours do students invest in study activities? How many various
strategies would they explore to master specific learning materials? Moreover, how persistent
would they be when faced with obstacles in learning? (Ormrod, 2008). Motivation powerfully
affects academic performance

Motivation cannot be separated from the cognitive and affective aspects involved in
directing acts in learning (Ormrod, 2008). One significant cognitive aspect is causal
attribution, which predicts academic behaviour (Weiner, 2010). Causal attribution influence
three issues: (1) students’ expectation of their success and failure, (2) students’effort and
persistence in facing difficulties, and (3) decisions they take based on their study and
emotional response to success and failure (Ormrod, 2008). Causal attribution is students’
perception of the factors that contribute to their success and failure in achieving outcomes
(Santrock, 2011). Weiner (2010), the leading theorist of causal attribution in the academic
context, proposed that causal attributions are subjective reasons and explanations given by
students for why they have failed or succeeded in a given task, test, or an activity. Four main
factors were suggested: ability, effort, task difficulty, and luck. For example, once students
attribute their academic achievement to lack of efforts, it indicates that they perceive effort as
a dynamic condition (unstable), personal (internal locus), and controllable. This perception
would lead them to think that they have a higher probability to succeed in a task if they
improve their learning. This expectation would be followed by exposure to more effort and
develop various learning strategies that lead to an improvement in their performance.
Likewise, once students attribute their failure to external factors (e.g., task difficulty, negative
attitude of teachers), these could inhibit the development of learner responsibility.

There are at least two reasons that explain the significance of causal attribution in
students’ learning. First, students’ perceived causal attribution influences the crucial
psychological dimensions in learning: expectancy, self-efficacy, and affection (Weiner,
1985). Those factors relates to the cognitive aspects in learning which could lead students to
behave according to their belief of oneself. For example, when students believe that they fail
due to low ability, it could lead to low self-efficacy. On the other hand, when they perceive
their effort caused the high score, it could increase their self-efficacy. Second, by then, causal
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attribution relates to students’ choices, perseverance, and level of effort in learning. It means
that attribution might involve in energizing and directing students’ activities in learning.
When they perceive that their effort caused their high score, they are more likely to improve
their effort for the next tasks, leading to high achievement.

Weiner (2010) conclude that there are three dimensions to causal attribution of
academic success and failure: locus of causality, stability, and personal control. Locus of
causality dimension correlates with students’ perception of their success and failure due to
their external or internal factor. Individuals with an internal locus of causality for their success
(e.g., ability, effort) tend to show greater pride when achieving this success compared to those
that attribute externally (e.g., luck, complex tasks) (Mori, Gobel, Thepsiri & Pojanapunya,
2010; Santrock, 2011).

The stability dimension correlates with students’ perception of causal stability,
affecting their expectation of success. If students assume that positive outcome came from
stable factors (e.g., intelligence, ability), they would expect success in the future. Thus, when
they refer failure to stable factors (e.g., bad luck, lack of effort), they would also expect failure
in the future. Likewise, these individuals develop their expectation that they would be
successful in the future because they perceive that failure could be changed (Santrock, 2011,
Mori et al., 2010).

The personal control dimension relates to students’ perception between self-control
and emotions that show anger, guilt, compassion, and shyness. Controllable factors are things
that could be controlled by students or others (e.g. lack of effort/careless, angry more often).
In other side, there are another uncontrollable factors, for instance weather (Mori et al., 2010;
Santrock, 2011).

Previous studies attempted to analyze roles and correlation between attribution and
academic achievement. Mori et al.(2010) examined Japanese and Thai students’ attribution
where they tend to focus on external factors (e.g., teachers, class’ atmosphere) as the cause
of their success, and internal factors (e.g., lack of effort, ability) as the cause of their failure.
On the other hand, Boekaerts, Otten, & Voeten (2003) found differences in terms of causal
attribution used by junior high school students when explaining their academic success and
failure.

Iksan (2015) in his research on causal attribution affecting academic failure of junior
high and high school students, found that 79% of junior high school students and 87.1% of
high school students attributed their learning failure to laziness and procrastination.
Meanwhile, only 21% of junior high school students and 12.9% of high school students
attributed their failure to external factors (e.g., lack of information support such as when
teachers do not address learning materials clearly, friend’s negative influence).

In their study, Susetyo & Kumara (2012) found differences in terms of self-regulated
learning seen from causal attribution of success in mathematics, where students believed that
their success was supported by effort and ability to have higher self-regulated learning
compared to those who believed in easier homework and fate factor. A study conducted by
Dasinger (2013) found that students with a higher score in algorithm attributed their success
to internal and stable factors.

In another study that involved 260 undergraduate students at the University of Dar es
Sallam, Tanzania (Mkumbo & Amani, 2012) found that high-performing students tend to
attribute their performance to internal and controllable factors compared to low-performing
students. In other word, success was attributed to internal and controllable factors, and failure
was attributed to external and uncontrollable factors.

Based on the literature review, it can be assumed that causal attributions do affect
students’ academic achievement. Most existing studies on causal attribution have explored
this phenomenon in high school students with very few involving undergraduate students.
Additionally, most of the previous studies were taken place in the context of students’ causal
attribution in English learning course (Erten & Burden, 2014; Gabillon, 2013; Gobel, Thang,
I
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Sidhu, Oon, & Chan, 2013; Hashemi & Zabihi, 2011; Photongsunan, 2014; Sahinkarakas,
2011; Zohri, 2011). Very few have explored causal attribution as an integrated perception of
students’ success and failure. Moreover, no study related to this topichas been conducted in
North Sumatera, Indonesia. Based on this fact, this study aimed to investigate undergraduate
students from a private university in North Sumatera perceive academic success and failure.
Specifically, the purpose of this study is to determine whether causal attribution of academic
success and failure affect the academic achievement of undergraduate students. It is
hypothesized that causal attribution could predict students’ academic achievement.

Method

Research Participants

The participants consist of 156 active students of Universitas HKBP Nommensen, Medan,
aged between 17 to 24 years old. Among them, 59 are male students (37.8%) and 97 female
students (62.2%). The convenience sampling technique was used in this study. Data was
collected once participants agreed to volunteer in this study as respondents. They were also
informed that data collected from them would be used only for research purpose.

Instrument

This study used the attribution towards academic success and failure scale, an adapted version
from The Causal Dimension Scale (Russell, 1982). The latter was based on the causality
dimension proposed by Weiner (1979). For the adaptation process, the researcher and one
colleague translated the scale. Next, several students provided feedback regarding the
translated scale to measure their understanding of the adapted version.

The Causal Dimension Scale consists of eight different achievement situations, some
depicting academic success and failure. In total, there are eight different scenarios: failure
attributed to lack of ability, failure attributed to task difficulty, success attributed to good luck,
success attributed to high effort, failure attributed to bad mood, success attributed to good
lecturer, failure attributed to low effort, and failure attributed to bad friends. Each situation is
followed by a semantic differential scale. The following is an example of one of the situations
(i.e., failure due to lack of ability):“Imagine that you have received a very low score in a class
that is very important to you. You feel the reason you received this low score is your lack of
ability in the subject.”

Students evaluated the cause of the success or failure outcome on nine semantic
differential scales while imagining themselves in each situation. An example of one of the
items assessing the locus of causality dimension is "Reflects on you-reflects your situation."
Participants were asked to rate the extent to which they felt the cause was internal or external
on this scale, by circling a number from 1 (one) to 6 (six). An example of one of the items
assessing the stability dimension was "Permanent-temporary.” An example of one of the
items assessing the controllable dimension was "Uncontrollable by you or other people-
controllable ™. In total, each student made 72 ratings, evaluating the eight causal attributions
on all nine semantic differential scales. A higher score indicate that the cause is perceived as
internal, stable, and controllable. Table 1 summarizes the dimensional classification for some
identified causal attributions.

The reliability of this scale ranges from moderate to high. Each dimension of the
scale has an Alpha Cronbach coefficient that ranged from .511 to .855 (Russel & Mcauley,
1987). The reliability tests show that each dimension in the scale, specifically referring to
each situation, achieved an Alpha Cronbach coefficient that ranged from .558 to .753. These
results indicate that the reliability of this scale ranges from moderate to high.
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Table 1

Dimensional Classification Scheme for Causal Attributions
Attribution Dimension

Locus Stability Personal control

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

Source: Weiner (1979), Russel (1982) &Photsongsunan (2014)

Academic achievement was measured based on the odd-semester (2017/2018) GPA
reported by the participants in the questionnaire. GPA is widely used in previous studies
related to academic achievement in tertiary education because it is considered as one of the
primary indicators of college success based on a systematic assessment of students’ learning
process (Feldman & Kubota, 2014). Additionally, it reflects the level of achievement of a
student compared to others.

Data analysis

To test the hypothesis of this study, descriptive and simple linear regression analysis were
conductedwith Statistical Program for the Social Sciences (SPSS) for Windows version 20.
Descriptive analysis was used to describe the GPA categories and identify the mean and
standard deviation scores of each research variable. Simple linear regression analysis was
conducted to test whether causal attribution could be a good predictor of academic
achievement.

Results

The main purpose of this study was to examine the influence of causal attribution of academic
success and failure towards academic achievement. Table 2 depicts the brief descriptive
analysis results before the main findings are further discussed.

Table 2
Participants’ Demographic Data
Variables Frequency Percentage Variables Frequency Percentage
Age Year of study

17 1 6% First year 50 32.1%
18 15 9.6% Second year 70 44.9%
19 45 28.8% Third year 17 10.9%
20 39 25% Fourth year 19 2.2%
21 31 19.9% GPA
22 21 13.5% Satisfactory (2.00-2.75) 17 10.9%
23 2 1.3% Very satisfactory (2.76-3.50) 99 63.5%
24 2 1.3% Cum Laude (3.51-4.0) 40 25.6%

Table 2 shows that the participants’ age range between 17 to 24 years old, with the
majority being 19 years old (28.8%). Also, almost half of the participants (44.9%) are in their
second year of study. Based on the GPA categories, more than half of the participants (63.5%)
achieve a very satisfactory predicate.
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Table 3

Multiple Regression Analysis for Causal Attribution Dimensions as Predictors of GPA
Dimension s p
Constant 2.661
Locus of causality .109 231
Stability -.116 150
Personal control .226 .016*
R? .091
F 5.064**

*p <.05. **p <.01, N =156

Table 3 shows the results of the regression analysis that test the primary hypothesis,
to explore whether causal attribution predicts academic achievement. A multiple regression
analysis was conducted using enter mode by viewing each of the causal attribution dimension
(i.e., locus of causality, stability, personal control) as an independent dimension.

Based on the multiple regression analysis, as shown in Table 3, it can be concluded
that causal attribution dimensions, as a model of regression, could be a good predictor of
academic achievement (R? = .091, F (1.154) = 5.064, p < .01). This finding indicates the
effective contribution of causal attribution towards GPA was about 9.1%.

Additionally, as can be seen in Table 3, only personal control dimension significantly
predicts GPA. In other words, participants’ sense of control upon a task or situation, could be
the highest’ causal dimension predictor of their level of achievement in the academic field.

Table 4
Causal Attribution Dimensions of Academic Success Based on GPA Category
GPA category
Satisfactory Very Cum Laude
(%) satisfactory (%) Total (%)
(%)
Causal attribution of 5(29.4) 37 (37.4) 9 (22.5) 51 (32.7)
academic success -
Causal locus of causality
attribution Causal attribution of 11 (64.7) 36 (36.4) 17 (42.5) 64 (41.0)
of academic  academic success —
success- stability
dimension Causal attribution of 1 (5.9 26 (26.3) 14 (35.0) 41 (26.3)
academic success -
personal control
Total 17 (10.9) 99 (63.5) 40 (25.6) 156 (100.0)

Additional data analysis was conducted to explore and describe the participants’
attribution based on their level of academic achievement. The results of the descriptive
analysis can be seen in Table 4. Out of 17 students (10.9%) with a satisfactory predicate, most
assumed that their success was attributed to stable factors (64.7%). There were 99 participants
(63.5%) with a very satisfactory predicate, and the majority (37.4%) attributed their success
to an internal locus of causality. Among 40 students with highest performance category, most
of them (42.5%) believed that their success caused by stable factors.

Table 5 shows the overview of causal attribution of academic failure dimensions for
each GPA category. Out of 17 students with a satisfactory predicate, most attributed their
failure to stable factors (64.7%). There were 40 students (40.4%) with a very satisfactory
predicate who attributed their failure to stable factors. A different finding was found in 40
students with cum laude predicate, in which 15 of them (37.5%) attributed academic failures
to personal control.
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Table 5
Causal Attribution Dimensions of Academic Failure Based onGPA Category
GPA category
Satisfactory Very Cum laude
(%) satisfactory (%) Total (%)
(%)
Causal attribution of 4 (23.5) 39 (39.9) 12 (30.0) 55 (35.3)
academic failure -locus
Causal of causality
attribution Causal attribution of 11 (64.7) 40 (40.4) 13 (32.5) 64 (41.0)
of academic  academic failure —
failure- stability
dimension Causal attribution of 2 (11.8) 20 (20.2) 15 (37.5) 37 (23.7)
academic failure -
personal control
Total 17 (10.9) 99 (63.5) 40 (25.6) 156 (100.0)
Discussion

Our findings conclude that the main hypothesis of this study is confirmed, that is causal
attribution, as reflected in its three dimensions, could predict academic achievement. In the
academic context, causal attribution is defined as an individual's perception of the causes of
his or her academic achievement, both success and failure. Therefore, causal attribution is
one of the cognitive aspects of the process of directing individuals to conduct various learning
choices. Several factors could influence success or failure: ability, effort, luck, task difficulty,
strategy, interest, teacher influence and family influence (Photongsunan, 2014; Russel, 1982;
Weiner, 1979). Those factors could be analyzed in three dimension: locus of causality,
stability, and personal control (\Weiner, 1985). Locus of causality relates to whether the causal
factors are internal (within a person) or external (outside a person). Some internal factors
include abilities, effort, strategy, and interest. Meanwhile, external factors include luck, task
difficulty, teacher influence, and family influence. The dimension of stability is related to the
possibility of changes from time to time on these causal factors. For example, effort is an
unstable factor because it can change at certain times. In the middle of a competition, students
will give more effort in learning than usual or vice versa. The dimension of personal control
refers to whether the causal factor could be controlled or not by students. For example, the
effort is a controllable factor because individuals can direct and regulate how much effort
they would give in carrying out specific tasks.

This study’s participants tended to interpret that both the success and failure situations
experienced were caused by the effort in learning. It means that students interpret that the
high or low grades in learning are determined by themselves (internal), could change over
time (unstable), and could be controlled by them in terms of how much effort they would put
into learning. When an individual interprets his or her success or failure as a result of high or
low effort in learning, they believe that the results of study could be improved when they put
more effort. They also believe that they could alter the causes, influencing their performance
(Mkumbo & Amani, 2012). Previous study found that high achiever students tend to attribute
their success to the high level of effort they put into it (Mkumbo & Amani, 2012).Students
perception of causal factors of their learning performance has a crucial effect on their
expectation of success or failure in studying, future choices regarding learning strategies, the
level of effort they would put into learning, and how they would feel about success or failure
(Ormrod, 2008).

Our findings are in line with a study by Hashemi & Zabihi (2011) who found a
significant relationship between students attribution of success and failure and their
performance in English language test. Research by Muwonge & Ssenyonga (2015) also found
I
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similar results in that there is a significant correlation between causal attribution of success
and failure with GPA for undergraduate students of a University in Uganda.

Causal attribution plays a role in students’ self-regulated learning process. In his
theory of self-regulated learning, Pintrich (Schunck, 2005) stated that there is a monitoring
stage where individuals make reflections, judgments, and attributions to their learning
performance. By evaluating the causal factors of their performance, students become more
engaged in a deeper reflection of their learning behavior. This process of causal attribution is
a crucial role for the next step of their learning because, by then, it becomes the basis for
making further goals and self-directed learning behavior. In other words, causal attribution
influences the next learning choices that students will make. When individuals believe that
their failure is caused by internal, stable, and uncontrolled factors (e.g., abilities), they will
assume that their effort cannot change the outcome. In other words, they believe that their
low ability is permanent. As a result, very minimal changes will be made in their learning
choices and they would tend to have low self-efficacy. These choices in learning behavior
would lead to low academic performance.

The dynamic in academic attribution could also be explained by its’ role towards
students’ level of persistence (Lei, 2009). Lei stated that, when students attribute their
academic success to factors that are internal, unstable, and controllable, they would be more
persistent in accomplishing academic tasks. Additionally, students exhibit more confidence
in their ability to accomplish various academic tasks, reflecting their high level of self-
efficacy.

This current study shows that the significant dimension in predicting academic
achievement is personal control. Although personal control dimension cannot be perceived
separately from the other two dimensions, these results indicate the important role of students’
perception of their ability to change the identified causal factors.

The findings of this study also indicate that students, across GPA categories, are more
likely to attribute their good grades to stable factors. In other words, students perceive success
to be related to factors that cannot be changed, such as ability and task difficulty. When
students believe the causes of their performance outcome to be stable, it increases their belief
of receiving the same outcome in the future. In contradiction, if students believe that unstable
factors influence their academic achievement, it increases the likelihood of students
modifying their effort to achieve a different outcome (Weiner, 1985). This result is consistent
with a study conducted by Dasinger (2013), who found that students with high scores in
algorithm attributed their success to stable factors. Concerning these findings, when students
believe that unchangeable factors are influencing their academic performance, it could hinder
their motivation. For example, if students believe they achieve high grades because of their
ability, they could underestimate the role of effort in learning. If students with low grades
believe that their low ability or intellectual capacity causes it, they would expect similar
resultsin the future, potentially affecting their effort and enthusiasm in learning. Dweck
(Sukariyah & Assaad, 2015) suggested encouraging students to attribute their failures to
unstable factors (e.g., effort). This type of attribution would booststudents’ effort, eventually
improvingtheir academic achievement.

Meanwhile, different patterns between GPA categories were found for how students
attribute their failures. Participants in cum laude category mostly believe that their low score
is related to controllable factors. It means that higher performance students’ see their failure
to mainly be related to factors that they can control (e.g.,skill/efficacy, strategy, interest)
(Gobel et al., 2013). This finding is consistent with Iksan (2015) that most participants (79%
of junior high school students and 87.1% of high school students) attributed their failure of
learning performance to laziness and procrastination that can be controlled or influenced by
themselves or others. On the other side, students in satisfactory and very satisfactory
categories are more likely to attribute their failure to stable factors such as ability or task
difficulty.

— |
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Some limitations of this study were identified. First, since the focus of this study was
causal attribution in terms of its dimensions, data that described the various causal factors
perceived by students had not been identified. Further study using a more comprehensive
measurement is suggested to reveal what factors cause success and failure in learning,
according to the students. Second, because the majority of the participants in this study were
from Batak, one of the tribes in North Sumatera, the results of this study may not be
generalizable to other ethnic groups. In the future, studies that involve various demographic
background of participants are encouraged.

Conclusion

Students’ belief about causal factors for both their academic success and failure, contributes
significantly to their academic achievement. By giving meaning to the factors that contribute
to both academic success and failure, students are directed to make relevant learning choices.
Our findings imply that attribution has a significant role in directing students’ effort in
studying and achieving better academic performance, especially the personal control
dimension which was found as the most significant aspect in predicting students’
performance. Students may focus on factors that are controllable and unstable (e.g., effort,
strategies) compared to uncontrollable and stable factors (e.g., ability, task difficulty).
Appropriate causal attribution could improve their learning effort and learning strategies,
leading to better performance. Teachers may assist students in identifying students' beliefs
about the causes of their success and failure in various academic activities within the three
dimensions of causal attributions. Afterwards, teachers may help students in reframing their
perception of those causal factors in terms of categorized which factor that they have control
on it, which factor they do not have. For controlled factor, such as effort, they are encouraged
to increase their effort ini learning by trying to find meaning in their study. For uncontrolled
factor such as, difficulty of tasks, students can be taught to develop effective strategies in
learning. Afterwards, it could be predicted that they academic performance will be better.
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