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Reading Comprehension: Factors & Attribution

The Foundation of Attribution Theory in Educational Psychology

Attribution theory, particularly as developed by Bernard Weiner, provides a critical framework for
understanding how individuals interpret the causes of their academic outcomes, a process that
profoundly influences their future motivation, persistence, and emotional responses. In the context
of reading achievement, attribution refers to the specific causal explanations students construct
when they experience success or failure in reading tasks, such as mastering phonics,
comprehending complex texts, or scoring well on standardized assessments. These subjective
interpretations, rather than the objective reality of the outcome, dictate subsequent behavior. A
student who attributes a low reading score to a lack of inherent ability will react fundamentally
differently--experiencing shame and reduced expectancy--than a student who attributes the same
score to insufficient effort or the use of ineffective strategies. The psychological importance of
these causal beliefs cannot be overstated, as they form the motivational engine that drives
engagement with increasingly challenging literacy demands throughout a student's educational
trajectory. Understanding the architecture of these attributions is essential for designing effective
pedagogical interventions aimed at fostering resilient and adaptive learners in the domain of
literacy.

Weiner's foundational model posits that individuals commonly attribute outcomes to four primary
factors: ability, effort, task difficulty, and luck. While these factors represent the initial causal
search, the true predictive power of the theory rests on classifying these causes along three
primary psychological dimensions. This dimensional analysis allows researchers and educators to
predict the motivational and emotional consequences of specific attributions. For instance,
attributing success to stable, internal factors (high ability) tends to generate pride and maintain
high expectations for future success, whereas attributing failure to stable, internal factors (low
ability) typically leads to feelings of shame, hopelessness, and the debilitating belief that future
failure is inevitable regardless of effort exerted. Therefore, the study of reading achievement
attribution moves beyond simply identifying the perceived cause to analyzing the inherent
properties of that cause and its implications for the student's sense of control and self-worth.

The application of attribution theory to reading achievement is particularly potent because reading
is a cumulative and often highly visible skill. Early struggles can quickly lead to negative
attributional cycles. If a student consistently struggles with fluency or comprehension, and teachers
or peers reinforce the idea that reading is inherently difficult for that individual, the student is likely
to internalize this failure as a stable, uncontrollable attribute (low ability). This internalization rapidly
erodes self-efficacy and diminishes the student's willingness to engage in the necessary practice--
often intensive and demanding--required to close achievement gaps. Conversely, promoting an
attributional style where setbacks are seen as temporary and manageable (attributing failure to
poor strategy choice or insufficient time investment) cultivates a mastery orientation, which is
crucial for tackling the complexities inherent in advanced reading and critical thinking.
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Dimensions of Causal Attribution

Weiner specified three critical dimensions along which any perceived cause can be classified:
locus, stability, and controllability. The locus of causality determines whether the cause is
perceived as originating within the individual (internal) or residing in the environment (external). In
the context of reading, internal attributions include factors like one's innate talent (ability) or the
amount of studying dedicated (effort). External attributions encompass factors such as the quality
of the teacher, the fairness of the test, or the intrinsic difficulty of the assigned text. This dimension
is fundamentally linked to self-esteem and emotional response; internal attributions for success
lead to pride, while internal attributions for failure often lead to feelings of shame or guilt.

The dimension of stability addresses whether the cause is perceived as invariant or temporary
over time. Stable causes are those that are consistent and unlikely to change, such as enduring
intellectual aptitude (ability) or the consistent difficulty level of a curriculum. Unstable causes are
transient and subject to change, such as momentary fatigue, temporary illness, or the amount of
effort exerted on a particular day. The stability dimension is directly predictive of future
expectations. If a student attributes a reading failure to a stable cause (e.g., "l am just not smart
enough to read this"), they anticipate similar failures in the future, leading to reduced motivation.
However, if they attribute the failure to an unstable cause (e.g., "l rushed through the passage and
didn't focus"), they maintain the expectation that success is achievable next time through
modification of the unstable factor.

Finally, the dimension of controllability assesses the degree to which the individual perceives
they can influence the cause. This dimension is crucial for understanding emotional reactions and
the willingness to persist. Effort is typically classified as controllable, meaning the student can
choose to increase or decrease it. Ability, luck, and task difficulty are generally classified as
uncontrollable factors from the student's perspective. When failure in reading is attributed to
controllable factors (lack of sufficient revision), the resulting emotion is often guilt, which is an
adaptive emotion that prompts corrective action. When failure is attributed to uncontrollable factors
(low ability or biased grading), the resulting emotion is typically shame or anger, which are
debilitating emotions that lead to withdrawal and learned helplessness, profoundly impacting
engagement with future reading tasks.

Typical Attributions for Reading Success and Failure

Students employ various causal explanations when interpreting their reading performance. The
four most studied and prevalent attributions--ability, effort, task difficulty, and luck--have distinct
dimensional profiles and differential impacts on academic motivation. Ability is perceived as
internal, stable, and generally uncontrollable; attributing success to high ability is highly self-
enhancing, but attributing failure to low ability is devastating, suggesting an insurmountable barrier
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to future success. Effort, conversely, is internal, unstable, and highly controllable; it is the most
adaptive attribution for failure, as it implies that a simple change in behavior (working harder or
trying a new strategy) can alter the outcome, preserving hope and promoting persistence.

When considering external factors, task difficulty is external, stable, and uncontrollable. If a
student consistently attributes poor reading performance to the material being "too hard," they are
unlikely to persist, especially if they perceive the difficulty level as fixed. While this attribution is
less damaging to self-esteem than low ability, it still results in low expectations for future success
with similar materials. Luck represents an external, unstable, and uncontrollable cause. Attributing
a high score to luck (e.g., "l guessed all the right answers") means the student feels less personal
pride and does not anticipate repeating the success reliably. Attributing failure to bad luck (e.g.,
"The teacher asked questions about the one section | didn't read") is mildly protective of self-
esteem but offers no actionable path toward improvement, leading to inconsistent performance
expectations.

The specific reading skill being assessed often influences the attributional choice. For example,
success in a simple decoding task might be attributed to high ability (internal/stable) if the student
finds it effortless, while success in complex inference-making might be attributed more readily to
effort (internal/unstable) or effective strategy use, given the perceived cognitive load. A pattern of
sustained reading difficulties, however, often leads to a generalized attributional style where the
student defaults to attributing all subsequent failures to a stable lack of reading ability. This pattern
is particularly concerning in middle and high school, where reading demands intensify across all
subject areas, and the student's established belief system acts as a profound barrier to
engagement and remedial instruction.

The Role of Self-Efficacy and Expectancy-Value Theory

Attribution theory is inextricably linked to concepts of self-efficacy and the expectancy component
of motivation theory. Self-efficacy, defined as an individual's belief in their capacity to execute
behaviors necessary to produce specific performance attainments, is highly sensitive to
attributional patterns. When a student attributes reading success to internal, stable factors (high
ability), their self-efficacy concerning reading tasks is bolstered, leading to greater confidence and
a willingness to tackle more difficult texts. Conversely, if failure is attributed to internal, stable
factors (low reading comprehension ability), self-efficacy plummets, creating a negative feedback
loop where low expectations lead to low effort, which confirms the initial low-ability attribution.

Expectancy-value theory posits that motivation is a product of two factors: the expectation of
success and the subjective value placed on the task. Attributional beliefs directly mediate the
expectancy component. If a student attributes past reading failure to uncontrollable, stable causes,
their expectation of succeeding in future reading tasks will be low, regardless of how much they
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value reading. This low expectancy acts as a powerful demotivator, leading to avoidance behavior,
such as skipping reading assignments or feigning illness on test days. Therefore, motivating
struggling readers requires not only increasing the perceived value of literacy but fundamentally
restructuring their causal explanations to foster an optimistic expectation of future success.

Furthermore, the perceived controllability of the cause impacts the selection of future learning
goals. Students operating under an adaptive, effort-based attributional style tend to adopt mastery
goals, focusing on increasing competence and understanding, even if it means risking immediate
failure. Students dominated by maladaptive, ability-based attributions for failure tend to adopt
performance goals, prioritizing demonstrating competence (or avoiding the demonstration of
incompetence) over genuine learning. In reading, this might manifest as choosing only easy,
familiar books or refusing to participate in classroom discussions to avoid exposing perceived
deficits, severely limiting their opportunities for growth and skill acquisition.

Attributional Patterns and Learned Helplessness

The most detrimental outcome of chronic, maladaptive attributional patterns is the development of
learned helplessness. This state occurs when an individual consistently attributes failure to
internal, stable, and uncontrollable causes--chiefly, low ability--thereby concluding that no amount
of effort or strategy change will alter the negative outcome. In the context of reading, a student
exhibiting learned helplessness will display passivity, low persistence, and emotional distress when
confronted with reading challenges. They cease to view reading as a skill they can improve and
instead accept failure as an immutable personal characteristic.

The cycle of learned helplessness in reading begins typically with early, repeated failures. If these
failures are consistently reinforced by feedback that emphasizes lack of innate aptitude ("Reading
is just hard for some kids") rather than suggesting the need for different strategies or more
practice, the child consolidates the low-ability attribution. Once established, this attributional
pattern is highly resistant to change. Even when the student experiences a rare success, they
often dismiss it as an unstable, external factor (luck or an easy test), thus preventing the success
from disconfirming their core belief in their own incompetence. This defense mechanism ensures
the maintenance of the debilitating attributional style.

Distinguishing between helpless and mastery-oriented responses is crucial for intervention. When
faced with a challenging reading passage, the helpless student will typically exhibit a rapid decline
in performance, express negative self-statements ("I can't do this"), and quit quickly. The mastery-
oriented student, conversely, will increase their effort, vary their strategies (e.g., re-reading,
summarizing, looking up words), and maintain positive self-talk, often attributing the temporary
difficulty to the challenge of the task or the need for more focused attention. The emotional
response also differs markedly: helpless students experience shame and anxiety, while mastery-
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oriented students experience increased engagement and determination.

Developmental Shifts in Attributional Thinking

Attributional thinking concerning reading achievement undergoes significant developmental shifts,
particularly regarding the differentiation between effort and ability. Younger children (early
elementary school) often operate under a non-differentiated conception of these constructs; they
believe that high effort automatically equals high ability, and low effort means low ability. For these
young learners, attributing failure to lack of effort is relatively easy and less damaging to self-
concept, as they perceive effort as a direct pathway to competence.

As children mature, typically around the ages of 8 to 12, they develop a clearer, differentiated
understanding of effort and ability. They recognize that high effort does not always guarantee
success, and that some peers achieve success with seemingly little effort, leading to the
sophisticated understanding that ability is a capacity that can constrain the effectiveness of effort.
This cognitive shift has profound motivational implications for reading. When an older student
struggles with reading despite trying hard, attributing failure to low ability becomes a genuine,
psychologically salient threat. Trying hard and still failing (high effort/low outcome) provides direct
evidence of low ability, making effort a double-edged sword: it is controllable, but if it fails, it
confirms a stable deficit.

This developmental transition makes the middle school years particularly vulnerable for students
with persistent reading difficulties. If they have consistently failed, they may adopt a strategy of
reduced effort (a form of self-handicapping) to protect their sense of ability. By not trying, they can
attribute failure externally ("l failed because | didn't study enough") rather than internally to low
ability, thereby preserving a fragile sense of self-worth. Educators must be acutely aware of this
developmental trajectory to ensure that interventions focus on strategy refinement and effort
management rather than simply demanding more effort, which can backfire for the older, struggling
reader.

Teacher Feedback and the Attribution Process

The feedback provided by teachers is arguably the most potent external factor shaping a student's
attributional style regarding reading achievement. Teachers subtly and overtly communicate the
perceived causes of student outcomes, thereby reinforcing either adaptive or maladaptive beliefs.
Feedback that focuses on controllable causes, such as specific strategies used or the time
dedicated to practice, fosters an adaptive style. For example, a teacher stating, "You struggled with
that section because you forgot to use the summarizing strategy we practiced," attributes failure to
an unstable, controllable factor (strategy use), encouraging future correction.

Conversely, teacher feedback that attributes failure to uncontrollable internal factors is highly
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damaging. Statements like, "This material is too difficult for you right now," or excessive pity and
unsolicited help when a student is struggling can inadvertently communicate the belief that the
student lacks the requisite ability to succeed independently. Research indicates that when teachers
express pity or give immediate, unnecessary help, students interpret this behavior as evidence that
the teacher believes their failure is due to low ability (internal, stable, uncontrollable), reinforcing
learned helplessness.

Effective attributional feedback must be specific, contingent, and focused on the process. When
success occurs, teachers should attribute it to effort and effective strategy use ("Your
comprehension improved because you actively paused to ask yourself questions while reading").
When failure occurs, feedback should avoid ability critiques and focus on effort management,
strategy deficiency, or task complexity ("The task was challenging, but next time, dedicate 15 more
minutes to reviewing the vocabulary before starting”). This careful calibration of feedback helps the
student internalize the belief that reading achievement is responsive to personal investment and
strategic behavior, rather than being determined by fixed innate talent.

Interventions and Promoting Adaptive Attributional Styles

Attribution retraining is a targeted psychological intervention designed to shift students'
explanations for failure from stable, uncontrollable factors (low ability) to unstable, controllable
factors (lack of effort or poor strategy use). This intervention is particularly crucial for students
identified as having reading difficulties who have already developed a learned helpless pattern.
The primary goal is to teach students that their academic outcomes are, to a large extent, within
their sphere of influence.

The retraining process typically involves several stages. First, the student must be made aware of
their current, often pessimistic, attributional pattern. Second, the student is taught to substitute
effort and strategy attributions for ability attributions when failure occurs. This is often done through
modeling, direct instruction, and providing structured opportunities for success. For example, a
student might be instructed, "When you find a passage confusing, the reason is not that you are
bad at reading, but that you have not yet found the right way to organize the information; let's try
mapping the text structure.” This reframing explicitly links outcomes to controllable actions.

Successful attribution retraining programs for reading often integrate metacognitive strategy
instruction. By teaching explicit, complex reading strategies (e.g., reciprocal teaching,
summarization, monitoring comprehension), the educator provides the student with tangible,
controllable tools. When the student uses the strategy and succeeds, the success can be attributed
directly to the effective strategy (controllable). When the student fails, the failure is attributed to
improper execution or selection of the strategy, rather than immutable lack of intelligence. This
combination of cognitive skill instruction and motivational reframing is highly effective in breaking
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the cycle of learned helplessness and building resilient, self-regulating readers who believe that
achievement is attainable through persistent, strategic engagement.
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