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DO ADULT ENGLISH LANGUAGE LEARNERS AND THEIR TEACHERS  
HAVE SIMILAR APPROACHES TO SUCCESS? 

Abstract
This study explores the similarities and differences between adult language learners’ and their 
teachers’ attributions of perceived success and failure in learning English as a foreign language in an 
intensive program. It examines attributions along with three dimensions: locus of causality, stability 
and controllability. 319 students and 81 teachers responded to a self-administered questionnaire and 
reported more attributions for failure than for success. The most frequent attributions both groups stated 
were effort, teacher, motivation, and participation. Causal dimensionality patterns of success and failure-
oriented students did not show much differences. They both had significantly more controllable and 
unstable attributions. Teachers’ dimensionality patterns did not differ from that of the students except for 
locus of control dimension. Causal dimensionality of both teachers and students seemed to be healthy 
attributional styles according to Weiner’s attributional model of achievement motivation.
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Introduction
Academic success in foreign language education embodies 
a complex nature dominated by perceptions of learners and 
teachers. What makes some learners more successful than the 
others is not merely associated with the quality of instruction 
or the materials, but with factors ascribed to perceived success 
and failure by learners and their teachers. Learning more about 
how learners make sense of their own learning and how teachers 
perceive their students’ performance can shed light on effective 
teaching and learning. Educational psychologists have long 
been concerned about the individuals’ beliefs about causes of 
their performance outcomes and how these beliefs shape their 
expectancies and future behavior (e.g. Killen, 1994; Watkins, 
1985; Zeegers, 2004). It has been revealed that people attribute 
an infinite number of causes to their perceived successes and 
failures and that these personal contributions influence their 
subsequent actions. These attributions also create different 
affective and emotional reactions (Weiner, 1986; Williams, 
Burden and Al-Baharna, 2001). Particularly, attributions, which 
are defined as the interpretations of the causes of outcomes 
by individuals (Weiner, 1985), have been identified as the 
most significant factors influencing individual’s persistence, 
expectancy of future success, motivation, and in return, 
academic achievement (Brophy, 1998; Pintrich and Schunk, 
1996; Weiner, 2000).
Bernard Weiner, who has made the greatest contribution to 
attribution theory in achievement contexts, (Pintrich and 
Schunk, 1996) has developed three separate dimensions: locus 
of causality (internal vs. external), stability (stable vs. unstable), 
and controllability (controllable vs. uncontrollable) (Stipek, 
1988). According to attribution theory, no matter what causes 
learners attribute their success or failure, all can be categorized 
along these three dimensions.

The theory also suggests that some causal attributional styles 
contribute to constructive achievement-related behavior 
(adaptive attributions) while some others lead to destructive 
achievement-related behavior (maladaptive attributions) 
(Stipek, 1988; Weiner, 1985). Attributing success to internal/
stable/controllable factors is assumed to be healthy, whereas 
attributing failure to external/stable/uncontrollable factors is 
considered to be unhealthy.
Since causal dimensionality patterns play an important role 
in understanding the attributional styles (Dresel, Schober 
and Ziegler, 2005; Weiner, 1985, 1986), finding out learners’ 
perceptions about the cause of their success and failure in 
learning another language is important in the motivation 
and academic achievement of the learners. Then, it would be 
possible to suggest various ways in order to alter any possible 
maladaptive attributions and strengthen the adaptive ones. 
Furthermore, mapping learners’ perceptions with those of their 
teachers will also help to facilitate the effectiveness of language 
learning environment by identifying any mismatches and 
solving possible future problems.

Review of the Literature
There is a growing interest in attributions in the field of 
language learner motivation. A considerable number of studies 
have focused on student attributions (Gobel et al., 2011; 
Tulu, 2013; Williams et al., 2001; Williamset al., 2004) and 
concluded that high achievers attributing success to ability and 
low achievers attributing failure to lack of ability (O’sullivan 
and Howe, 1996). Findings revealed more attribution categories 
for success, most frequent ones being strategy use, ability, task, 
teacher, and interest (Williams et al., 2004). Family support, 
teacher support, exposure to the language were also listed as the 
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causes of success, whereas inadequate teaching methods, lack 
of family and teacher support, and poor comprehension as the 
causes of failure (Gobel, et al., 2011; Williams et al., 2001).
Effort was cited to be the most frequent cause for both success 
and failure situations (Dong, Stupnisky and Berry, 2013; 
Williams et al., 2004). Research focusing on the relation 
between attributions and achievement (Pishghadam and Zabihi, 
2011) cited that effort more than ability regarded as an important 
factor for higher scores in foreign language achievement while 
luck and mood did for low scores. A strong association between 
attributions, self-efficacy and test scores were identified showing 
significant differences between high and low achievers (Hsieh 
and Schallert, 2008).
Studies also revealed different findings regarding the 
relationships between attributions and other variables such as 
gender, proficiency, culture, and age (Hassaskhah and Vahabi, 
2010; Little, 1985; McClure et. al., 2011; Tulu, 2013; Vispoel 
and Austin, 1995). While some studies focusing on gender 
found no differences between men and women and concluded 
that they both externalized failure and internalized success 
regardless of the context (Ciabuca and Lucian, 2014), others 
concluded that women, rather than men, attributed effort for 
success and lack of ability for failure (McClure et al., 2011). 
Similarly, Tulu (2013) found different attribution patterns 
of female and male EFL students, citing factors such as poor 
teaching practices, task difficulty and teacher’s bad behaviour 
as a more important cause of failure for male students than for 
female students. A few studies revealed different attributional 
patterns for success and failure in different ethnic, religious and 
cultural groups (Gobel and Mori, 2007; McClure et al., 2011; 
Williams et al., 2001). For context variable, Thai and Malaysian 
students scored higher on internal/controllable success outcomes 
than Japanese students (Gobel et al., 2011). Urban and rural EFL 
students held different attribution ratings for success and failure 
with the urban group being more willing to attribute success to 
their own ability, effort, and study skills than the rural group 
(Gobel et al., 2013). Lu, Woodcock and Jiang (2014) found no 
significant differences in attribution patterns between students 
who learnt through autonomous learning and those who learnt 
through teacher-centred approach. Examining if attributions are 
age specific, Hassaskhah and Vahabi (2010) found that children 
more than adults and teens had higher scores in instability and 
controllability dimensions. Unlike teens who owed their failure 
to task difficulty, children ascribed failure to lack of effort.
Attribution studies mostly focused on the perception of students 
and ignored how teachers perceived their students’ success or 
failure. As mentioned above, attributions have been identified 
as including both culture and individual specific natures. In 
countries where the language classroom is the only context in 
which the target language is used, trying to understand what 
is happening in these contexts and how the main stakeholders, 
learners and teachers perceive these gains are even more 
important.
Despite a large number of attribution studies around the 
world, not many studies focused on learners learning English 
as a Foreign Language (EFL) in the Turkish context. Studies 
conducted in the Turkish context, similar to the others in the 
world, conclude effort, interest, teacher and ability as the most 
frequent attributions for success and effort, interest, class 
atmosphere and task difficulty attributions for failure (Erten and 
Burden, 2014; Şahinkarakaş, 2011). Yılmaz (2012) examined 
Turkish EFL students’ and teachers’ attributions in reading 
comprehension and investigated whether student attributions 
vary across gender, proficiency and teacher opinions. Results 

revealed significant differences between student and teacher 
opinions; teachers attributed success to effort or interest and 
students to feedback and teacher.
Taşkıran and Aydın’s (2017) study explored language learners’ 
attributions and causal dimensionality patterns. The study 
revealed that participants reported more causal attributions 
for failure than they did for success. Success-oriented students 
demonstrated significantly more internal, controllable, and 
relatively more stable attributional styles than failure-oriented 
students.
This study aims to explore attributions along with casual 
dimensions for perceived success and failure from the language 
learners’ and their teachers’ perspectives. This study set out to 
answer the following questions:
1. What are adult Turkish students’ and their teachers’ 

perceptions of success in learning a foreign language?
2. What do students and teachers attribute their success and 

failure to?
3. What are the causal dimensionality patterns of students and 

teachers in success and failure situations?

Materials and Methods
Participants

319 adult learners learning English as a foreign language in an 
intensive language program in Turkey participated in the study. 
Their ages ranged from 18 to 41. The language program they 
were enrolled at followed an integrated skills content-based 
curriculum for 24 hours each week. Teacher group composed 
of 81 teachers of English with varying experience years. All 
participants gave informed consent before answering the 
questionnaire.

Instrument

A questionnaire in which the participants were asked to state 
their attributions to their perceived achievements was used 
to collect the data of the study. As suggested in literature, 
dimensional styles vary across individuals and may not 
always match with the perceived dimensional properties 
of the researchers (Russell, 1982; Stipek, 1988; Weisz and 
Stipek, 1982; Vallerand and Richer, 1988). It is the underlying 
cognitive dimension that represents the individual’s beliefs 
about the nature of the attribution that is believed to be the key 
to the motivating properties of attributions (Martinko, 1995). 
Therefore, the participants in this study were asked to decide 
on their individual dimensions of their attributions through Yes/
No questions. The questionnaire consisted of two questions. 
The first question asked if they perceived themselves successful 
or not in the language learning process. The second question 
asked them to state causes of their perceived achievements. 
They were asked to list at least five causes. Next to each 
cause, there were three Yes/No questions that aimed to identify 
perceived dimensionality patterns (locus of causality, stability, 
controllability). The participants would mark Yes/No columns 
according to the perceptions of their causes’ being internal or 
external, stable or unstable, controllable or uncontrollable. They 
were also provided with a sample in order to guide them in 
indicating the dimensionality patterns (see Appendix A).
Teacher participants answered the same questionnaire with 
a different instruction. They were instructed to fill in the 
questionnaire on the basis of their perceptions of their students’ 
achievements. A sample was also provided to the teacher group. 
The data were collected during subjects’ normal teaching hours.
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Data Analysis Procedures
Constant Comparison Method (Glaser, 1992) was used for 
analyzing the data. In order to ensure inter-rater reliability, two 
researchers analyzed the data independently. First, the answers 
were divided into two groups categorizing success-oriented 
and failure-oriented groups. The frequencies of perception of 
success in both groups were analyzed with chi-square analysis 
by using crosstabs. The researchers numbered each questionnaire 
and each attribution. After individual labelling of the causes, 
researchers came together to compare their labels and to find 
out any mismatches in their analysis. The data were re-analyzed 
continually during the negotiations. The labels were assigned 
only when both researchers reached an agreement.
After all final labels were assigned, they were tabulated with 
frequency percentages for both success and failure situations. 
Frequency percentages of attributions for both success- and 
failure-oriented student and teacher groups were compared. 
Since each group might have different labels that cannot be 
compared with the others statistically, all comparisons were 
done descriptively. Then, a total number of marks for Yes/No 
questions for causal dimensionality was calculated. In order 
to analyze the possible differences of causal dimensionality 
patterns between success-oriented and failure-oriented student 
and teacher groups, chi-square analysis was conducted by using 
the total number of marks given for each dimension.

Results
Perception of Success

Results revealed higher perception of failure than success both 
for learners and their teachers. 43% of Turkish learners perceived 
themselves successful while 57% of them felt unsuccessful 
in learning a foreign language. Perception of failure among 
teachers was much higher than their students; while only 19% 
of the teachers found their learners successful, 81% of them 
considered them unsuccessful (see Table 1: Perception of 
success).

Students Teachers
Perception f % f %

SO* 138 43 15 18
FO 181 57** 66 81

Total 319 100 81 100
* SO=Success-oriented, FO=Failure-oriented
** Higher percentages are shown in boldface.

Table 1: Perception of success
As can be assumed, this resulted in significant differences 
between students’ and their teachers’ perceptions of success 
(χ2 =17.34, Df=1, p=0.000) (see Table 2: Differences in the 
perception of success between teacher and student groups).

Groups
Perception

Total
Success Failure

Student
Count 138 181 319
Expected Count 188.1 197.9 319.0

Teacher
Count 15 66 81
Expected Count 31.9 49.1 81.0

Total
Count 153 247 400
Expected Count 153.0 247.0 400.0

χ2 =17.34, Df=1, p=0.000
Table 2: Differences in the perception of success between teacher 

and student groups

Attributions of Failure and Success

Language learners, like their teachers, seemed to have more 
to say about the causes of failure than success (see Table 3: 

Distribution of causes for success and failure between groups). 
Students stated 464 (41.9%) causes for their success and 644 
(58.1%) causes for their failure in language learning.

Students Teachers
Perception f % f %

SO* 464 41.9 58 19
FO 644 58.1 257 81.6

Total 1108 100 315 100
Table 3: Distribution of causes for success and failure between 

groups

These causes were categorized into 17 labels for success 
(see Figure 1: Most frequent attributions of success-oriented 
students) and 27 labels for failure situation (see Figure 2: Most 
frequent attributions of failure-oriented students). Adult learners 
believed that their effort (50%) was the main reason of their 
success; teacher factor (19%), school system (8%), participating 
in the lesson (5%) and using the target language in their daily life 
(5%) were among the other main causes stated by the students 
causing them to be successful language learners.

Figure 1: Most frequent attributions of success-oriented students

On the other hand, they perceived that the main reason of their 
failure was the school-program-system (36%). Lack of effort 
(21%), lack of ability (5%), lack of motivation (5%) and the 
teachers (3%) were identified among the other causes leading 
them to fail.

Figure 2: Most frequent attributions of failure-oriented students

Out of teacher attribution data, 58 (18.4%) causes for success 
and 257 (81.6%) causes for failure were identified. These causes 
were categorized in 11 labels for success situation (see Figure 
3: Most frequent attributions of success-oriented teachers) 
and 36 labels for failure situation (see Figure 4: Most frequent 
attributions of failure-oriented teachers). As seen in Figure 3, 
just like their students, teachers believed that effort (24%) was 
the main source of success, which was followed by motivation 
(16%), teacher factor (12%), participation (12%), and school-
program-system (10%).
Similar to learners’ responses, teachers attributed more causes 
to failure than they did to success. Not showing enough effort 
(23%) was the real cause of the students’ failure from the 
perception of their teachers. Not being motivated (12%) for 
learning the foreign language, the system of the program (11%), 
students’ not being able to use learning strategies (8%) and their 
lack of awareness (7%) were listed as the other causes from the 
teachers’ perspective.
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Figure 3: Most frequent attributions of success-oriented teachers

Figure 4: Most frequent attributions of failure-oriented teachers

Causal Dimensionality Patterns

Causal dimensionality analyses revealed variation in the total 
number of marks for each dimensional property. That is because 
some participants did not mark some of the property columns for 
some of their attributions (see Table 4: Causal dimensionality 
for the student and teacher groups).
Causal dimensionality results indicated that both success-
oriented and failure-oriented students ascribed their successes 
more to unstable and controllable causes, and the results 
changed for the causes being internal for success-oriented and 
external for failure-oriented students. Both failure and success-
oriented teachers’ casual dimensionality results yield the same 
conclusion; causes leading their students’ success or failure 
were internal, unstable, and controllable reasons.

Students Teachers
SO FO SO FO

Causal Dimensions n % n % n % n %
Internal 302 73.6 232 48.2 44 75.9 166 66.4
External 108 26.4 249 51.8 14 24.1 84 33.6
Total Marks 410 100 481 100 58 100 250 100
Stable 147 35.6 117 24 15 28.3 37 15.1
Unstable 265 64.4 371 76 38 71.7 208 84.9
Total Marks 412 100 488 100 53 100 245 100
Controllable 350 86 391 77.4 46 82.1 190 79.2
Uncontrollable 45 14 114 22.6 10 17.9 50 20.8
Total Marks 407 100 505 100 56 100 240 100

Table 4: Causal dimensionality for the student and teacher groups

Causal dimensionality patterns between success and failure-
oriented students revealed statistically significant results in 
terms of locus of causality, stability and controllability. Results 
revealed that both failure-oriented and success oriented groups 
had more unstable and controllable attributions. However, for 
locus of causality dimension, success group had more internal 
attributions, while failure group’s locus of causality dispersed 
almost evenly (see Table 5: Causal dimensionality patterns 
between success- and failure-oriented students).
Teacher groups, on the other hand, revealed no significant (p>.05) 
difference in terms of locus of causality and controllability 
dimensions. Both groups had more internal and controllable 
attributional styles. However, although both groups thought the 
cause of success and failure were unstable, statistical differences 
were found in stability dimension (p<.05) with failure-oriented 

teachers having considerably more unstable dimensions (see 
Table 6: Comparison of causal dimensionality between failure- 
and success-oriented teachers).
Student 

Gr.
Locus of Causality Stability Controllability

Internal External Total Stable Unstable Total Control. Uncontrol. Total
SO Count 302 108 410 147 265 412 350 57 407
Expected 

count 245.7 164.3 410.0 120.9 291.1 412.0 330.7 76.3 407.0

FO Count 232 249 481 117 371 488 391 114 505
Expected 

count 288.3 192.7 481.0 143.1 344.9 488.0 410.3 94.7 505.0

Total 
Count 534 357 891 264 636 900 741 171 912

Expected 
count 534.0 357.0 891.0 264.0 636.0 900.0 741.0 171.0 912.0

Signifi-
cance χ2 =59.57, Df=1, p=0.000 χ2 =14.76, Df=1, 

p=0.000 χ2 =10.86, Df=1, p=0.001

Table 5: Causal dimensionality patterns between success- and 
failure-oriented students

Student 
Gr.

Locus of Causality Stability Controllability
Internal External Total Stable Unstable Total Control. Uncontrol. Total

SO Count 44 14 58 15 38 53 46 10 56
Expected 

count 39.5 18.5 58 9.2 43.8 53 44.6 11.4 56

FO Count 166 84 250 37 208 245 190 50 240
Expected 

count 170.5 79.5 250 42.8 202.2 245 191.4 48.6 240

Total 
Count 210 98 308 52 246 298 236 60 296

Expected 
count 210 98 308 52 246 298 236.0 60 296

Signifi-
cance χ2 =1.94, Df=1, p=0.163 χ2 =5.27, Df=1, p=0.022 χ2 =.25, Df=1, p=0.618

Table 6: Comparison of Causal Dimensionality between Failure- 
and Success-Oriented Teachers

When the results of the students were compared with those of 
their teachers, no significant difference (p>.05) was revealed be-
tween success-oriented students and teachers across dimensions 
with both group having considerably more internal, unstable and 
controllable attributions (see Table 7: Comparison of causal di-
mensionality between success-oriented teachers and students).
Student 

Gr.
Locus of Causality Stability Controllability

Internal External Total Stable Unstable Total Control. Uncontrol. Total
**SOS 
Count 302 108 410 147 265 412 350 57 407

Expected 
count 303.1 106.9 410 143.5 268.5 412 348.1 58.9 407

*SOT 
Count 44 14 58 15 38 53 46 10 56

Expected 
count 42.9 15.1 58 18.5 34.5 53 47.9 8.1 56

Total 
Count 346 122 468 162 303 465 396 67 463

Expected 
count 346 122 468 162 303 465 396 67 463

Signifi-
cance χ2 =.13, Df=1, p=0.720 χ2 =1.13, Df=1, p=0.289 χ2 =.59, Df=1, p=0.442

*SOT=success-oriented teacher,
**SOS=success-oriented students

Table 7: Comparison of causal dimensionality between success-
oriented teachers and students

The analyses of causal dimensionality patterns between 
failure-oriented student and teacher groups, however, revealed 
significant differences (p<.05) in terms of locus of causality 
and stability dimensions. Teacher group tended to have 
more internal attributions for failure, whereas the student 
group scored almost the same for both internal and external 
attributions. Similarly, teacher group had considerably more 
unstable attributions when compared to student group. For 
controllability dimension no significant difference (p>.05) 
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was observed between teacher and student groups with both 
groups having more controllable attributions (see Table 
8: Comparison of causal dimensionality between failure-
oriented teachers and students).
Student 

Gr.
Locus of Causality Stability Controllability

Internal External Total Stable Unstable Total Control. Uncontrol. Total
**FOS 
Count 232 249 481 117 371 488 391 114 505

Expected 
count 261.9 219.1 481 102.5 385.5 488 393.8 111.2 505

*FOT 
Count 166 84 250 37 208 245 190 50 240

Expected 
count 136.1 113.9 250 51.5 193.5 245 187.2 52.8 240

Total 
Count 398 333 731 154 579 733 581 164 745

Expected 
count 398 333 731 154 579 733 581 164 745

Signifi-
cance χ2 =21.89, Df=1, p=0.000 χ2 =7.74, Df=1, p=0.005 χ2 =.29, Df=1, p=0.592

*FOT= failure-oriented teachers,
**FOS= failure-oriented students

Table 8: Comparison of causal dimensionality between failure-
oriented teachers and students

Discussion
The aim of the study was to explore perceived success and 
failure of adult learners learning a foreign language and their 
teachers as well as to examine their attributions across causal 
dimensions. Findings indicated that perception of failure was 
more common for both learner and teacher groups. They both 
focused on failure more and perceived themselves and their 
students as unsuccessful language learners. That is, more than 
half of the adult Turkish students do not believe that they are 
successful in learning English; their teachers even much more 
strongly believe that the learners they are teaching are not 
successful. This is an important result that might have negative 
consequences in the learning process and their teachers’ negative 
perceptions of their students’ success might also affect their 
learners’ perceptions of their own success.
Similarly, attributions stated for failure were more than those 
stated for success in both teacher and student groups, a finding 
supported by attribution theory; more why-questions are asked 
when failures are experienced (Weiner, 1979; Weiner, 2000). 
Both student and teacher groups attributed almost the same 
causes for success and failure situations with slight differences 
in percentages. This result contradicts with the findings of 
previous research (e.g. Killen, 1994; Zepke, Leach, Butler, 
2014). For instance, in Zepke, Leach and Butler’s study, 
which focuses on teacher and student perception about learner 
engagement, although teachers and students had some similar 
perceptions, they had more dissimilar perceptions about what 
engages students.
Effort attribution seems to be among the most frequent 
attributions in all groups, a finding that is in parallel with the 
findings of many attribution studies (Graham, 2004; McQuillan, 
2000; Niles, 1984; Park and Kim, 1998; Watkins, 1985; Watkins 
and Regmi, 1993; Williams and Burden, 1999; Williams et al., 
2001; Williams et al., 2004). Both teacher and student groups are 
aware that as long as they put enough effort, they will succeed. 
While effort appeared at the top of the list for both groups, the 
percentage of students’ attribution almost doubled that of their 
teachers. Considering the positive correlation between effort and 
academic success (Pishghadam and Zabihi, 2011), an important 
implication of the study would be encouraging students to 
maintain their point of view through more conscious attention 

of their learning process.
Both students and teachers identified motivation and school-
program-system as the other frequent attributions, but for the 
latter, attribution students scored two times higher than the 
teachers. While teachers also attributed their students’ failure 
to not being aware of their learning process and not using 
language-learning strategies efficiently, students believed they 
did not have ability to learn a foreign language and blamed their 
teachers for their failures.
The most frequent attributions in this study that is effort, teacher, 
motivation, and participation are among common attributions 
cited in other studies (Killen, 1994; Mao, 2003; Pishghadam 
and Zabihi, 2011; Şahinkarakaş, 2011; Williams et al., 2005). 
However, although luck and task difficulty are accepted as 
common attributions in research (Graham, 1991; Graham, 
2004; Tse, 2000; Weiner, 1979, 1984; Williams et al., 2004), in 
Turkish context students do not seem to include those in their 
attributions in this study. This finding suggests that Turkish 
students seem to feel they have more control over the causes 
of their outcomes, as they mainly focus on personal rather 
than impersonal attributions. Also, ability attribution has been 
mentioned in low frequencies, which contradicts with attribution 
research. Similarly, this may indicate that the students in Turkish 
context do not tend to lose their hope to be successful, as they do 
not consider the causes that cannot be changed such as faith or 
ability while reflecting on their outcomes.
Causal dimensionality analyses are also significant and present 
a clear picture of the causes’ subjective meaning to individuals. 
Those underlying cognitive dimensions give more insights 
about the motivating properties of causes. Causal dimensionality 
patterns of success- and failure-oriented students did not show 
much difference, which contradicts with the findings of similar 
research on attributions (Chen, 2011; Dong, Stupnisky and Berry, 
2013; He and Li, 2010; Hu, Shi and Zhou, 2009; Soric, 2009; 
Chen and Zhang, 2011). Moreover, those patterns were mostly 
promising as they fit into the healthy attributional styles. Both 
success and failure groups had significantly more controllable 
and unstable attributions. Failure group students still felt having 
control over their achievement outcomes, which is a promising 
finding in terms of expectation of future success. If it had been 
otherwise, they would be more likely to develop low self-esteem, 
poor motivation and consequently tendency to give up (Brophy, 
1998; Lebedina-Manzoni, 2004; Waugh, 2002). In contrast to 
Chinese context (Lei, 2009), Turkish learners had significantly 
more internal and controllable attributions, which is accepted as 
an adaptive attributional style as it signals higher self-efficacy 
(Schunk and Gunn, 1986; Tremblay and Gardner, 1995). 
However, success group students consider their achievements as 
unstable, which shows similarity with another study in Chinese 
context (Lu, Woodcock and Jiang (2014). This finding should 
be examined in more detail through individual interviews. 
There is no doubt that maintaining positive opinion of oneself is 
important for future expectation of success. Failure group, on the 
other hand, had slightly more external attributions, which is in 
parallel with some attribution research (Burden and Al-Baharna, 
2001; Chen, 2011; Ushioda, 2001). However, as they tend to 
believe failure is caused by unstable and controllable factors, 
they may have positive attitude toward language learning and 
may develop higher expectancy for future success. This finding 
might help language teachers who can foster motivation in their 
classes even if their students are failure-oriented.
Causal dimensionality styles of success- and failure-
oriented teachers do not show any difference as both groups 
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have significantly more internal, unstable and controllable 
attributions. This also is a promising finding as failure group 
has as much adaptive attributional style as success group. 
Moreover, teachers’ dimensionality patterns do not differ from 
that of the students except for locus of control dimension. Both 
teacher and student groups had more unstable and controllable 
attributions for success and failure. However, teachers ascribed 
their students’ failure significantly more to internal reasons, 
while about half of the student group believed their failure 
was caused by external reasons. Teachers’ dimensionality 
patterns are accepted as healthy attributional styles according to 
attribution theory. It is claimed that attributing failure to internal 
/ unstable / controllable causes will promise better results for 
future performance (Weiner, 1985). One implication could be to 
find ways to transfer this adaptive point of view from teachers 
to students. As long as teachers assist their learners to look for 
the causes of their failure within themselves and take more 
responsibility of their own learning, students can put more effort 
on school tasks.

Conclusion
The results of this study reveal that majority of Turkish teachers 
perceive their students unsuccessful in learning a foreign 
language. Therefore, as one of the main implications, teachers 
should be informed about how their perceptions might affect 
their teaching and how their students might be affected by these 
negative perceptions. Explicit in-service training might focus 
on explaining the research results with the various ways of 
changing teachers’ negative perceptions into positive ones. In 
order to help their students to change their negative perceptions, 
teachers should change their own perceptions of their students’ 
success, and be encouraged to focus on setting short-term 
goals for learning and help their learners achieve these goals. 
Similarly, failure-oriented students can be informed about the 
negative effects of their orientations and their point of views 
can be changed away from negative to positive with the help 
of teachers’ contributions. Both groups should be informed 
that these negative perceptions might cause academic failure 
which in turn leads to low self-esteem, poor motivation and 
tendency to give up (Lebedina-Manzoni, 2004; Waugh, 2002). 
They can be encouraged to understand that previous unpleasant 
experiences are unstable and they can change for the opposite 
with their effort.
Moreover, in order to create a mutual understanding on 
teaching-learning process, it is significant to know how each 
side describe achievement outcomes and inform each side 
about their attributions. Negotiations to alter the maladaptive 
attribution start with being aware of them.
This study allowed students to openly report their attributions 
and rate causal dimensions for each ascription. In this sense, this 
study can be regarded as being representative of both student 
and teacher groups’ true attributional profiles. All in all, these 
findings are limited to an intensive language learning program 
context so similar studies in other higher education institutions 
in Turkish context can be conducted to gain more insights about 
the attribution styles of the learners and the teachers. This 
will shed light on the plans for teacher in-service training and 
motivational problems in foreign language learning process.
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Appendix A 

Questionnaire for students
Dear Student,
Do you find yourself successful in English language learning 
process? What do YOU think are the reasons for this? Can 
you fill in the table below by looking at the sample table at the 
bottom?
 
Are you successful in English language learning pro-
cess?
YES ON  

Is this situation 
caused by you?

Do you think this situa-
tion changes in time?

Can you control this 
situation?

CAUSES YES NO YES NO YES NO
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

SAMPLE

Are you successful in English lan-
guage learning process?
YES ON  

Is this situation caused 
by you?

Do you think this situa-
tion changes in time?

Can you control this 
situation?

CAUSES YES NO YES NO YES NO
I watch films with English subtitles ✔ ✔ ✔
I revise my notes regularly ✔ ✔ ✔
I have very good teachers ✔ ✔ ✔
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