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Beliefs about 
Intelligence & 

Knowledge

Attribution Theory
Ø The study of the causal explanations for 

success and failure
Ø Efficacy focuses on confidence for future 

performance whereas attributional judgments 
relate to past events

Ø 3 primary dimensions of attributional
responses: Locus of Control, Stability, and 
Controllability

Ø Student attributions are derived not only from 
themselves but also are influenced through 
interactions with teachers, parents, and peers
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A teacher is circulating around the class while the 
students are involved in a homework activity.  The 
teacher stops near Jerome, who appears to be having 
a bit of difficulty with a problem, but she says 
nothing.  She stops near Leroy and comments, �Let 
me give you a hint,� and makes a suggestion, even 
though Leroy had not asked for help and seems to be 
making progress, although the progress is somewhat 
slow.

The teacher stops near Anthony, who has made a 
mistake, and smiles, �Now, that�s a very good try.  
Here, let me show you how to solve the problem.�

What message is the teacher sending each student 
about their ability?  What attributions is she subtly 
and unconsciously encouraging?

Graham (1991) suggests that when teachers 
praise students for a �good try,� express pity, or 
offer unsolicited help, they subtly communicate 
that the students have low ability, and it 
increases the likelihood that the students will 
attribute failure to lack of ability.  Even young 
students perceive students who are offered 
unsolicited help as being lower in ability than 
those not offered help (Graham & Barker, 
1990)
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Thinking about Attributions in the Classroom
Ø Above all, emphasize EFFORT & STRATEGIES for 

achieving goals
Ø Student attributions are affected by explicit feedback 

from the teacher (e.g. �maybe you just don�t have talent 
in math�) and through more subtle feedback (offering 
unsolicited help)

Ø More successful students tend to attribute their success 
and failure to internal and controllable factors such as 
effort and strategy use

Ø Assist students by explicitly discussing different types of 
attributions

Ø Consider alternative attributions such as prior 
knowledge, monitoring skills, & automaticity

Success in the Early Grades for Finns 
Linked to Ability Attributions

Rytkonen et al. (2005; 2009) have found in a longitudinal 
project that parents increasingly attributed their children’s 
success to ability as they began primary school.  In addition, 
there was a reciprocal effect in that the higher the 
achievement of the children during the school year the more 
the parents attributed success to ability which then led to 
increased achievement gains by the children.  The more 
parents attributed success to effort the lower the 
performance the children exhibited.  Thus, at the early 
grades ability attributions appear to facilitate higher 
achievement.  
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Safe Sally
Sally is a “straight A” student. In fact, she made that clear on your 
course student information page the first day of class. In many 
respects, Sally is a perfect student – dependable, and highly motivated.  
A superficial look at her would reveal no motivation problems.

But despite Sally’s high academic performance, she is an 
underachiever.  She is motivated, but only to achieve high grades and 
the accompanying respect of her teachers.  She perceives a “B+” as a 
disastrous blemish on her record. Working methodically within the 
guidelines and structure given to her, she makes no effort to be 
creative.

A careful look at Sally’s perfect record reveals a series of courses that 
offered little challenge. She took only the required science courses, and 
she enrolled in the calculus course but dropped it after getting a “C+” 
on the first weekly quiz. Learning has no intrinsic value to her and she 
always chooses the easiest assignment in class. She lacks self-
confidence in her academic skills and prefers not to risk failure. Adapted from Stipek (1998)

Implicit Beliefs & 
Education
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Implicit Beliefs & 
Education

Implicit beliefs are unconscious, personal 
beliefs about the world

Implicit theories are tacit assumptions about 
how some phenomenon works

Everyone has implicit belief systems

Implicit beliefs about such topics as 
intelligence, knowledge, hope, and reading 
play a profound role in academic settings

These theories are many times difficult to state 
explicitly

Types of Implicit Beliefs

Intelligence

Moral Judgment

Knowledge

Hope

Reading
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Carol Dweck

Implicit Beliefs 
about Intelligence, 
Goal Orientation, 
& Growth Mindset
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Growth Mindset

Implicit Beliefs about Intelligence

Learning goals lead to greater persistence, 
more varied strategy use, appropriate help-
seeking and are more likely to have high 
self-efficacy and attribute success to 
controllable factors such as effort and 
strategy use

Performance goals lead to attempting easy 
rather than challenging problems, a 
defensive attitude regarding ability, and a 
greater frequency of developing learned 
helplessness because of fear of failure
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Fostering Adaptive 
Goals

Promote the view that intellectual development 
is controllable

Reward effort and improvement while de-
emphasizing innate ability

Emphasize the process, rather than the 
products, of learning

Stress that mistakes are a normal (and healthy) 
part of learning

Encourage individual, rather than group, 
evaluative standards

Implicit Beliefs about Intelligence

Is intelligence changeable?  What mindset 
should educators have regarding this 
issue?

Should a student focus entirely on 
learning goals?

This issue is important to consider not 
only from the student's perspective but 
also the teacher's beliefs about intelligence
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�Perhaps the most appropriate view represents 
an integration of both entity and incremental 
theories, that is, a recognition of present 
differences in relative ability but an emphasis on 
individual grown in ability.�

Dweck & Leggett, 1988

More Recent 
Conceptions . . . 

Mastery Approach - for attaining task-based or 
intrapersonal competence

Mastery Avoid - for avoiding task-based or 
intrapersonal incompetence

Performance Approach - for attaining normative 
competence

Performance Avoid - for avoiding normative 
incompetence
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From Senko & Tropiano (2016) Journal of Educational Psychology

Achievement Goals Questionnaire
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Should Schools Enforce Dress Codes?
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Implicit Beliefs about 
Knowledge

Epistemological beliefs refer to beliefs about the 
nature of knowledge

Schommer argues that epistemological beliefs have 
four dimensions

Simple knowledge
Certain knowledge
Fixed ability
Quick learning

A major overall finding is that beliefs about 
knowledge are significantly related to level of 
education
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Beliefs About 
Knowledge

1. Certain knowledge – absolute knowledge exists and 
will eventually be known

2. Simple knowledge – knowledge consists of discrete 
facts

3. Quick learning – learning occurs in a quick or not-at-
all fashion

4. Fixed ability – the ability to acquire knowledge is static

Questions regarding implicit beliefs 
about knowledge

Why might you imagine that Schommer 
found that education majors more readily 
ascribe to certain knowledge than science 
majors?

Studies have found that pre-service teachers 
leave their teacher-training programs with 
many of the same beliefs that they entered 
with.  What implications does this have for 
teacher education programs and beliefs in 
general?
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Stages of Reflective 
Judgment

Stage 1:  Knowledge is unchanging, absolute, & accessible

Stage 2:  Knowledge is certain but may not be accessible to everyone

Stage 3:  Knowledge is certain, though it may be accessible to anyone

Stage 4:  Knowledge is uncertain and idiosyncratic

Stage 5:  Knowledge is uncertain, though contextually interpretable

Stage 6:  Knowledge is relative yet justifiable on the basis of rational 
arguments

Stage 7:  Knowledge is relative, though some interpretations have 
greater truth

Kitchener & King, 1981

Reflective Judgment
Reflective judgment is concerned with the 
way people resolve dilemmas

Reflective judgment develops gradually in 
a sequential manner and is related to 
critical thinking.  Two primary 
mechanisms for change are experience and 
belief systems



20

Recommendations

Make beliefs explicit

Confront inconsistencies

Provide opportunity to weigh conflicting 
evidence
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Hope
Hope as defined as agency and pathways--
the "will" and the "ways."  The former refers 
to self-determination and perseverance 
when faced with challenges.  The latter 
refers to how well an individual can 
generate workable solutions to those 
challenges

High hope leads to persistence, a preference 
for difficult tasks not explained by general 
ability, and appears to be rather stable over 
time
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Transactional Reading is …
construction of meaning from text.  It is an active, 
cognitive, and affective process.

Readers actively interact with text

Readers view text experiences as being 2-way 

A transmission approach emphasizes reading to 
gain information

Implicit Beliefs about Reading

Transmissional beliefs are based on the 
assumption that meaning is transmitted 
directly from the author to the reader.  This 
model views the reader as a passive receiver 
whose primary objective is to extract the 
author�s intended meaning, rather than an 
active maker of meaning

Transactional beliefs are based on the 
assumption a text means different things to 
different readers regardless of what the 
author intended or what the text contains 
(Carey & Harste, 1987; Farrell & Squire, 
1990)
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Self-Regulated Learning
The ability to control all aspects of one�s learning, from advance 

planning to how one evaluates performance afterward

3 Core Components

Metacognitive awareness
Knowledge about cognition/Regulation of cognition

Strategy use
Selectively choosing then evaluating strategies

Motivational control
Goals, self-efficacy, effort

Self-Regulated Sarah

Teachers who know Sarah realize that things don�t always come easy for her when it 
comes to learning but every teacher who has ever taught her begins to smile when they 
think of her.  This is because of the qualities that Sarah displays in her learning.  For 
one, she is very inquisitive and engaged in classroom activities.  When a new project is 
introduced it is not uncommon for her to exclaim, �Hey, this reminds me of when we did 
. . . .� before she jumps right in.  Never to be one to get too wrapped up in her grade 
Sarah instead enjoys challenging herself by choosing some of the most difficult books 
for class assignments or working on projects where has to take some risks.  Teachers 
know that she is genuinely interested in what she is learning because they report that 
Sarah often comes to school and makes a point to describe how she polled her family 
about their recycling habits, or how she compared recipes on-line for their nutritional 
value, or some other self-generated activity related to that week�s class activities.  
Watching Sarah attempt to solve a complex logic problem in class gives a glimpse into 
her demeanor.  She continues to be focused on the problem after many of her peers 
have gone on to other activities.  �I know I can get this,� she says, �only I need to try 
a different way.� She monitors every step of the process.  Eventually she has a 
breakthrough after she realizes where to find a pertinent piece of information and she 
solves the problem.  This is not surprising because Sarah is very strategic about finding 
information and also in seeking out help—be without being overly reliant on those who 
help her.  Sarah�s goal setting, strategic behavior, thoughtfulness, and persistence lead 
one to believe that she has a bright academic future ahead.
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What is this measuring?

Grit
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