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ABSTRACT
While motivation is commonly interpreted as an individual student’s 
characteristic, motivational perceptions and beliefs, such as causal 
attributions of success and failure, are embedded in cultural meanings 
and contextual practices. The current study aimed to investigate 
causal attributions among Arab high school students in Israel and 
to interpret them in the light of their cultural-political context. Two 
hundred and five 11th-grade Arab students from three different 
geographic regions in Israel responded to open-ended and closed 
survey questions about events of success and failure in school. The 
analysis indicated that students overwhelmingly considered exams 
when thinking about events of success and failure, reflecting the 
normative teacher-centred pedagogical practices in schools. The 
analysis also manifested patterns of a self-serving bias. These findings 
are interpreted in the light of the cultural-political characteristics of 
the Arab school system in Israel.

Arab students in Israel attain lower academic achievement relative to their Jewish counter-
parts (Arar 2012). Despite some positive changes during the last couple of decades, Arab 
students still lag behind Jewish students in high-school matriculation eligibility (53.3% vs. 
60.5%) and admission to higher education (38.2 vs. 51.0%) (Central Bureau of Statistics (CBS), 
State of Israel 2014). This decades-long state of affairs is undergirded by complex politi-
cal-historical, economic, institutional, and cultural processes (Resh and Benavot 2009) that 
manifest in student motivation including choice, effort, and persistence in the face of diffi-
culty and failure (Al-Haj 1995; Birenbaum and Kraemer 1995). Traditional theories ground 
motivation and success in stable personality characteristics that are shaped by cultural expe-
riences early in life (McClelland 1961). In contrast, most contemporary perspectives consider 
motivational phenomena to be based in social-cognitive processes such as causal attribu-
tions for success and failure, perceived ability in and valuation of the subject area, and goals 
for schoolwork (Graham and Weiner 2012). Whereas these perspectives acknowledge the 
role of culture and context in students’ motivation (Eccles 1983; Maehr and Nicholls 1980; 
Weiner 1986), most research has focused primarily on individual-level motivational processes, 
largely overlooking demographic, cultural, and institutional contexts in which students live, 
learn, and are required to perform (King & McInerney 2014). In the current study we 
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interpreted high school students’ causal attributions for success and failure within the cul-
tural-political context and educational practices that characterise the Arab education system 
in Israel.

Academic attribution theory

Attribution theory focuses on students’ explanations for events of success and failure in 
school (Weiner 2010). These attributions can serve as the basis for students’ emotions in 
school, expectations for success, and motivation to invest effort and select study strategies 
(Graham and Williams 2009). Attribution theorists contend that students who experience 
an event that they define as successful or unsuccessful (e.g. exam grades) have an emotional 
reaction to the episode. Students then engage in a more or less explicit process of cognitive 
construal of causal attributions for the event (‘why did I succeed/fail?’). Such construal occurs 
regularly, but is more explicit when the events are important (e.g. a major project) or when 
the outcome is unexpected (e.g. the student expected to succeed but failed).

Different causal attributions are hypothesised to prompt different motivational conse-
quences. Whereas there are many possible reasons to which students can attribute any 
particular event, researchers suggest that several causes emerge as predominant: ability, 
effort, task difficulty, teacher treatment, luck, interest, fatigue, mood and others’ help (Graham 
and Williams 2009). Importantly, however, attribution theory emphasises that the motiva-
tional consequences of different attributions stem not from the content of the cause (e.g. 
ability) but from the cause’s psychological characteristics – its attributional dimensions. The 
theory highlights three conceptually distinct dimensions which are: (1) stability – the per-
ception of the cause as stable or malleable; (2) locus – the perception of the cause as internal 
or external to the person; and (3) controllability – the perception of the cause as given to 
control or not (Weiner 2005).

The perceived stability of the cause for the event is associated with the motivational 
construct outcome expectancies (Weiner 2005). High outcome expectancies contribute to 
attention, selection, and effort expenditure in the task, and to the increased value of the 
task for the student (Eccles 1983). When the student makes an attribution to a cause that is 
perceived as highly stable, the expectation is that the event will recur – success in successful 
events and failure in unsuccessful events. In contrast, attributing success or failure to a cause 
perceived as highly malleable will lead to the expectation that future outcomes may 
differ.

The locus dimension relates to the person’s sense of ownership over the outcome and is 
tied to the person’s self-esteem (Graham and Williams 2009). Attributing success to internal 
student qualities raises perceived ownership and self-esteem; conversely, linking failure to 
personal traits may deflate self-esteem. While attributing success to internal causes and 
failure to external causes may be adaptive for self-esteem, attribution to internal causes in 
both success and failure enhances sense of ownership over the event (Weiner 2005).

The perceived controllability of a cause relates to the sense of responsibility and to the 
type of emotions that a person feels about the outcome (Graham and Williams 2009). 
Attributing events of success or failure to a cause viewed as controllable elicits ascription of 
responsibility for the event and strong emotions. When attributing events to controllable 
causes, an individual will experience a sense of pride in the case of success and guilt or shame 
in the case of failure. When a cause is perceived as uncontrollable, individuals may grapple 



INTERCULTURAL EDUCATION﻿    3

with feelings of resignation or even helplessness, and will be less motivated to take future 
action.

In Western societies, students commonly construe ability as a stable, internal and uncon-
trollable characteristic (Graham and Williams 2009). As such, attributing success to high 
ability is likely to contribute to success outcome expectancies in future tasks, strong emotions 
of ownership and higher self-esteem, but also to the perception that no new action or much 
investment of effort is required to guarantee future success. Attributing failure to low ability 
is likely to contribute to failure outcome expectancies, strong emotions of ownership and 
therefore lower self-esteem, as well as to the perception that not much can be done to affect 
change. Because effort is commonly viewed as unstable, internal, and controllable, attribu-
tions are likely to lead to tentative outcome expectancies for future tasks. The internal locus 
and perceived controllability of effort are likely to contribute to a sense of ownership, pride 
in the case of success, guilt in the case of failure, and to the investment of effort in future 
tasks.

Most research on students’ attributions and their motivational consequences has focused 
on the characteristics of the individual student (Graham and Williams 2009; Perry et al. 2014). 
Some of this research considered antecedents of attributions in general psychological mech-
anisms such as people’s motives for self-enhancement and self-protection. These motives 
have been presumed to manifest in the self-serving bias, which refers to the tendency to 
attribute success to internal causes and failure to external causes (Miller and Ross 1975), the 
fundamental attribution error, which refers to the tendency to attribute others’ behaviour 
to internal and stable causes (Ross 1977), and the actor-observer effect, which refers to the 
inclination to explain one’s own behaviour with external and unstable causes (Jones and 
Nisbett 1971). Importantly, these tendencies are not always present (Campbell and Sedikides 
1999; Zuckerman 1979).

Other studies have focused on social information processing and interpretive processes 
among significant others to explain attributional patterns. For example, a teacher’s expres-
sion of anger vs. sympathy about student failure is likely to be interpreted as differing mes-
sages about controllability, thus contributing to different attributions by the student (Weiner 
2010).

Several researchers have investigated assumptions about the role of broad cultural values 
in causal attributions (Carpenter 2000; Graham 1994; Heine et al. 2001; Holloway 1988; Jose 
and Bellamy 2012). This research did not lead to firm generalised conclusions. Some studies 
suggested that people from societies characterised by collectivist-traditional values are be 
more likely to link failure to external causes than people from individualist societies. But, 
other studies suggested that students from collectivist societies are more likely to attribute 
outcomes to internal and controllable causes, or found diverging attributional patterns 
among students from different collectivist societies. More fruitfully, perhaps, research could 
attend to the meaning-making processes involved in local cultural-institutional contexts. 
Local cultural values and norms, and predominant practices, shape the normative roles of 
teacher and student, and define the meaning of success, the goals of schoolwork, and the 
action possibilities that are compatible with academic goals in ways that are likely to influ-
ence students’ beliefs regarding what contributes to academic success and failure (Kaplan 
and Maehr 2002; Maehr 1984; Maehr and McInerney 2004). Cultural-contextual character-
istics such as the type and diversity of required tasks (e.g. individual project vs. pop-quiz), 
normative emphases on criteria for success and failure (e.g. criterion-based vs. comparative 
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assessment), and reasoning for results (e.g. teacher praise of intelligence vs. effort) frame 
and provide credible explanations for academic events. Through participation in these par-
ticular social-cultural educational contexts, students develop a system of explanations for 
scholastic success and failure (Wenger 1998).

The Arab education system in Israel

Prior to the establishment of Israel in 1948, when the country was under a British mandate, 
the Arab community constituted the majority and had several education systems. The estab-
lishment of Israel involved an armed conflict between the Jewish and Arab communities 
that was followed by major demographic, political, and social changes that included the 
dismantling of existing education systems (Abu-Saad 2001; Rinnawi 2003; Svirski 1990). 
Upon the establishment of the State, the operating Arab schools received an autonomous 
status separate from the Jewish education system that reflected the residential separation 
of Jews and Arabs (Khamaise 2009) and allowed Arab schools to maintain Arabic as the 
language of instruction. However, the move also invited a political-ethnic-institutional divide 
that involved explicit preferential resource allocation to the Jewish school system (Arar 2012). 
Additionally, the Jewish state’s perception of the Arab population as a threat led to prob-
lematic practices such as security services controlling the hiring of principals and teachers 
and close supervision of the curricula and occurrences in Arab schools (Al-Haj 1995). These 
political processes created an atmosphere that led Arab educators to maintain strict control 
over students learning and behaviour (Abu-Asbah 1998).

The design of the curriculum in Arab schools in Israel has been shaped by similar processes 
(Agbaria, Mustafa, and Jabareen 2015; Al-Haj 1995; Pinson 2007). During the first three dec-
ades following the establishment of the state, the curriculum in Arab schools was designed 
under the close guidance, supervision, and censorship of the Jewish Ministry of Education 
with contents aimed to de-emphasise Arab history, culture, religions, and nationality. Strong 
criticisms of the curriculum led to the establishment of ministerial committees that made 
recommendations in the areas of history, geography, language, culture, religion, and citi-
zenship (math, science, and English as a foreign language were considered ‘unproblematic’). 
The revised curricula in humanities and social science that were implemented during the 
1980s and 1990s allowed the introduction of Arab national and cultural topics, with an 
emphasis on loyalty and sense of responsibility to the state of Israel, and cooperation and 
co-existence of Arabs and Jews in the state. This took place despite ongoing critiques of the 
minimal inclusion of Arab educators, the imbalance in topics, mandatory subjects, and sched-
uling which continued to favour the Jewish-Zionist perspective (Al-Haj 1995). This state of 
affairs has continued with recent designs of history and citizenship curricula that continue 
to marginalise the Arab minority and its collective needs (Agbaria, Mustafa, and Jabareen 
2015; Pinson 2007), ostensibly through attempts to design a unified and comprehensive 
Israeli core curriculum which has been criticised for misrepresenting the multi-ethnic and 
divided character of contemporary Israeli society (Markman and Yonah 2009).

Notably, such educational decisions were transpiring in a society marked by patriarchal, 
vertical-collectivist and cultural characteristics. Historically, the Arab-Palestinian community 
in Israel has emphasised values of interdependence, adult hierarchy and authority, and 
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religious-based moral principles (Abu-Baker 2008; Dwairy and Achoui 2006; Rinnawi 2003). 
The Arab minority is not a single cultural-political entity (Rinnawi 2003). Notwithstanding 
finer distinctions, the Arab population in Israel comprises multiple religions (Christian, 
Muslims, Druze), and groups that differ in cultural background and emphases (e.g. Bedouin-
nomads vs. villagers-farmers). Arab society in Israel has also been undergoing a cultural 
modernisation transition that has manifested in value-ambivalence and debates (Abu-Asbah 
1998; Arar 2014; Dwairy et al. 2006; Rinnawi 2003). Nevertheless, research and census data 
still highlight patriarchal characteristics across Arab society in Israel, with an emphasis on 
male authority, the family, and religious traditions (Dwairy and Van Sickle 1996; Kurman et 
al. 2015; Spector-Ben-Ari 2013).

Patriarchal-collectivistic cultural emphases have resulted from the overwhelming adop-
tion of authoritarian teacher-centred instructional approaches and practices in Arab schools 
which were further reinforced by political pressure to control discourse and topics. Despite 
the high value given to education in Arab society (Khattab 2003; Rinnawi 1995, 2003), nor-
mative educational practices in Arab schools still rely heavily on lecture, recitation, rote 
learning, and memorisation (Abu-Asbah 1998; Abu Saad 1995; Dwairy and Van Sickle 1996). 
The prevalence of teacher-centred pedagogy in Arab schools has been documented in com-
parative studies of Israeli schools in different sectors, which evidence stronger uniformity in 
curriculum implementation as compared to Jewish schools (Resh and Benavot 2009). Such 
findings have been attributed to ‘[g]reater inspection, more centralised control, and fewer 
financial resources’ (87) in Arab schools, in addition to the time constraints related to teaching 
Arab, Hebrew, and English.

Causal attributions among Arab students in Israel

The dependence of the Arab school system on the Jewish state, history of discrimination, 
and chronic lack of resources might frame Arab educators’ and students’ attributions of 
failure with external causes while success might be seen as ‘beating the odds.’ Also, the very 
high dominance of teacher-centred instructional methods may link student attributions of 
failure to teachers’ attitudes and task difficulty, and success to high ability, effort, or support 
of family. In a cross-cultural comparison of Arab and Jewish high school students in Israel, 
Birenbaum and Kraemer (1995) asked 333 ninth-grade students to rate nine causes for suc-
cess and failure in four subjects (Mathematics, ESL, Hebrew, Arabic). The findings did not 
suggest a clear differentiation between types of causes among Arab participants, but rather 
pointed to a general pattern of higher endorsement of causes for success and low endorse-
ment of causes for failure relative to the Jewish students. Birenbaum and Kraemer (1995) 
interpreted these findings as indicative of Arab students’ stronger orientation towards 
self-image protection, driven by cultural norms of honour in Arab society. Based on previous 
work, there is a need to learn more about the types and prevalence of different causes to 
which Arab students in Israel attribute academic success and failure. How might the pre-
dominant teacher-centred educational context, with its cultural emphasis on adult authority, 
manifest in student attributions? Do Arab students identify causes that differ from those 
commonly found among other groups? How do they construe the attributional character-
istics of these causes?
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Methods

Participants

The participants in the current study were 205 11th-grade Arab students from three geo-
graphical locations in Israel that encompass distinct sub-communities: (1) 73 students (36 
boys, 37 girls) from a large high-school in the North-Western Galilee region (high-school 
matriculation rate 40%); (2) 69 students (21 boys, 43 girls, 5 not indicated) from a large high-
school in the centre of the country (high-school matriculation rate 50%) and (3) 63 students 
(21 boys, 41 girls, 1 not indicated) from a large Bedouin village in the south Negev region 
(high-school matriculation rate 40%). All three communities were Muslim and were primarily 
of middle to low socio-economic status. The Bedouin of the Negev tend to adhere to tradi-
tional conventions more than do Arab communities in the centre and north parts of Israel.

Instruments

The instrument used was a two-part survey that included demographic measures and 
semi-structured attributional measures.1 In the light of potential cultural differences among 
participants, we also included a measure of ethnic identity to allow us to investigate whether 
attributions were influenced by degrees of affiliation with Arab-Palestinian culture. All items 
were translated by the second author to Arabic from validated Hebrew versions of the scales 
and back translated to Hebrew by a different Arab graduate student. The original and 
back-translated meanings were compared for validation, which prompted slight modification 
in wording and emphases in order to maintain the intended meaning of the items and their 
face validity.

Ethnic identity scale
The ethnic identity scale was adopted from Phinney (1992) and modified to focus on Arab-
Palestinian culture. The instructions asked students to consider their affiliation to Arab-
Palestinian culture when answering items. An example of an item was: ‘I have a strong sense 
of belonging towards the Arab-Palestinian culture.’ Students responded on a 5-point Likert-
type scale ranging from ‘1-not at all true’ to ‘5-very true.’

Semi-structured attributional measures
This section of the instrument was adopted from McAuley, Duncan, and Russell (1992) and 
follows common procedures for eliciting students’ open-ended attributions (Graham and 
Williams 2009). It was administered to the students twice, on consecutive days, with the first 
administration focusing on events of failure and the second administration centring on 
events of success to allow participants to end the study with a positive self-perception.

In order to explore interpretations of academic success and failure, the instructions asked 
students to recall an academic event in which they failed/succeeded, describe the event 
briefly, list causes for the outcome, and select the most important cause. The students were 
then asked to rate the most important cause on three scales, each comprising three items, 
assessing its attributional dimensions (locus, stability and controllability). Students responded 
on a 9-point response scale. The measure began with the stem: ‘Is the cause something…’ 
followed by items of the different dimensions. Examples are: Locus – ‘That reflects an aspect 
of yourself – 9-8-7-6-5-4-3-2-1 – reflects an aspect of the situation;’ Stability - ‘That is 
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permanent - 9-8-7-6-5-4-3-2-1 - is temporary;’ Controllability - ‘That you can regulate – 9-8-
7-6-5-4-3-2-1 – you cannot regulate.’2

Procedures

Following approval by the Israeli Education Ministry and the Department of Arab Education, 
the second author met with the school principals and students’ homeroom teachers to 
describe the study and instruments as well as to receive consent. The second author also 
administered the study to the students and explained confidentiality measures. The home-
room teachers were not involved in administering the instrument.

Results

Ethnic identity and region

The ethnic identity scale manifested high internal consistency (Cronbach’s α = .93). An 
ANOVA that investigated differences between the three groups was significant and sug-
gested that participants from the Bedouin school in the south reported slightly higher affil-
iation with Arab-Palestinian culture (M = 3.86, Std.=.88) than did participants in the centre 
(M = 3.33, Std.=.88) or the north (M = 3.51, Std.=.88). A T-test of differences in ethnic identity 
between boys and girls in the sample was not significant (t = −.33, df = 194, p > .70).

Events and causes for success and failure

Participants noted three types of academic tasks as events of success and failure: exams, 
answering teachers’ questions, and papers and projects. Exams were the most common 
event described (86% in failure, 91% in success), followed by answering teachers’ questions 
(8% for failure, 3% for success), and papers or projects which were only mentioned by 3 
participants in the category of success (1.5%) and were not mentioned at all as events of 
failure.

Participants’ choices of the main causes for these events were coded into categories and 
Table 1 presents their frequency. The data suggests that the pattern of selected causes is 
similar to what has been found in Western societies, with the main causes for success being 
internal traits (effort, ability, interest) and the main causes for failure being external factors 
(teacher treatment and task difficulty).

Table 1. Frequencies of reasons given for events of success and failure.

Reason Success Failure # mentioned in both events
1. Luck – 4 (2.0%) 0
2. Ability 37 (18.0%) 20 (9.8%) 1
3. Effort 77 (37.6%) 18 (8.8%) 10
4. Task difficulty 17 (8.3%) 32 (15.6%) 3
5. Teaching method    2 (1.0%) 13 (6.3%) 0
6. Family (support/interference)    6 (2.9%) 11 (5.4%) 1
7. Teacher’s treatment    9 (4.4%) 59 (28.8%) 4
8. Interest  36 (17.6%) 19 (9.3%) 3
9. Mood  15 (7.3%) 8 (3.9%) 1
10. Time    2 (1.0%) 9 (4.4%) 0



8   ﻿ A. KAPLAN AND Y. YAHIA

Attributional dimensions variables

To assess attributional characteristics of the causes for success and failure, we first established 
the variables assessing the dimensions of internality-externality, controllability-uncontrol-
lability, and stability-temporariness. We conducted two exploratory factor analyses with 
Maximum Likelihood extraction method and Oblique rotation, one with items assessing 
causes of success and another for items assessing causes of failure. Both analyses suggested 
that the items load on two distinct factors, explaining 68.9% and 73.2% of the variance in 
the items, respectively. One factor included three items assessing stability-temporariness 
(explaining 30.6% of variance in success and 39.3% in failure), and another factor that 
included six items assessing internality-externality and controllability-uncontrollability 
(38.2% of variance in success and 33.9% in failure). In both analyses, the item assessing 
temporariness loaded negatively to items assessing stability and the item assessing exter-
nality loaded negatively to items assessing internality and controllability. However, in both 
analyses, the item assessing uncontrollability loaded positively and with the same approx-
imate magnitude to items assessing controllability and internality.3 This item was removed 
from further analyses. Separate exploratory factor analyses conducted with the remaining 
5 items assessing internality-externality and controllability-uncontrollability maintained the 
one factor structure (explaining 58.9% of variance in success and 63.6% in failure). A com-
parison of Confirmatory Factor Analyses (CFA) of the two factor structure and a three factor 
structure in which internality-externality and controllability–uncontrollability were distinct 
suggested that a three factor structure was not significantly different from the more parsi-
monious two factor structure (∆χ2 = 3.34, ∆df = 2, p > .05).

Because the participants come from three different communities within the Arab popu-
lation in Israel, we tested the possibility that the emergent factor structure may be different 
among the three groups. Multi-group CFAs were run separately for items in the domains of 

Table 2. Factor loadings of items for reasons in events of failure in the three regional sub-samples.

Item

Participants from the north 
(N = 73)

Participants from the centre 
(N = 64)

Participants from the south 
(N = 63)

Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 1 Factor 2
Temporary −.75 −.97 −.95
Stable 8 .99 .99 .98
Stable 6 .99 .99 .99
Internal 1 .96 .98 .92
External 5 −.40 −.62 −.66
Internal 7 .78 .84 .85
Controllable 2 .97 .90 .78
Controllable 4 .62 .84 .71

Table 3. Descriptive statistics of variables assessing attributional dimensions.

Variable No. of items Mean Standard Dev. Skewness
Reliability (Cronbach’s 

alpha)
Internality/Controllability 

(Success)
5 6.83 2.18 −1.31 .87

Internality/Controllability 
(Failure)

5 3.20 2.13 1.25 .89

Stability (Success) 3 5.55 2.84 −.17 .95
Stability (Failure) 3 6.47 2.54 −1.12 .97
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success and failure. In success events, the analysis supported a similar factor structure among 
the three groups (∆χ2 = 12.41, ∆df = 12, p > .05) and additional testing of the equality of the 
covariance structures between the factors also indicated that they were not significantly 
different among the three sub-samples (∆χ2 = 1.10, ∆df = 2, p > .05).

In the failure domain, the multi-group analysis suggested some variation between groups 
in the item factor loadings (∆χ2 = 29.7, ∆df = 12, p < .01). Analysis testing for equality of covar-
iance between the factors, however, did not indicate significant differences (∆χ2 = 2.5, ∆df = 2, 
p > .05). Table 2 presents the factor loadings of the 8 items on the respective factors in the 
three groups. An examination of these coefficients suggests that there may be differences 
between the participants from different parts of the country with regard to the contribution 
of the controllability items for the joint controllability-internality factor. Controllability 
seemed to play a smaller role among participants from the centre than for participants from 
the north and south of the country. An analysis comparing the role of the controllability 
items in comparison to the other items with significant differences supported this observa-
tion (∆χ2 = 16.4, ∆df = 4, p < .01 for the controllability items; ∆χ2 = 15.2, ∆df = 8, p > .05 for 
the other items). Nevertheless, even among the participants from the south, items that were 
found to be different had high loadings. In addition, the overall general pattern of the factor 
loadings among all groups seemed to be very similar. Therefore, despite findings that indi-
cated some differences, we decided to treat these variables as similar and constructed the 
same variables for all participants in the sample. The final CFAs of the items for the whole 
sample indicate adequate fit (Success: χ2 = 39.50, df = 19, p < .01; TLI = .97; CFI = .98; 
RMSEA = .073, p = .11; Failure: χ2 = 35.89, df = 19, p < .05; TLI = .98; CFI = .99; RMSEA = .066, 
p = .20).

Table 3 presents the descriptive statistics for the variables assessing stability-temporari-
ness and controllability/internality-externality. T-tests of the mean differences in internality/
controllability of causes of events of success and of failure, and mean differences in stability 
of causes of events of success and of failure were significant. Similar to findings with other 
cultural groups, participants rated causes of success as more internal/controllable than they 
did causes of failure (t = 16.24; df = 185; p < .001). However, contrary to expectations, par-
ticipants rated causes of success as somewhat less stable than causes of failure (t = −3.2; 
df = 185; p < .01).

Table 4. Means of internality/controllability and stability of main reasons for success and failure in whole 
sample.

Note: Task diffic. = Task difficulty; Teacher treat = Teacher treatment; Int/cnt = Internality/Controllability, Stbl = Stability. 
Numbers in parentheses are standard deviation. Coefficients in each line and category (i.e. within success or within failure 
and within the Int/cnt or Stbl) that share a superscript letter categories are significantly different from each other.

Ability Effort Task diffic. Teacher treat. Interest

Nsuccess = 37 Nsuccess = 77 Nsuccess = 17 Nsuccess = 9 Nsuccess = 36

Nfailure = 20 Nfailure = 18 Nfailure = 32 Nfailure = 59 Nfailure = 19

Int/cnt Stbl Int/cnt Stbl Int/cnt Stbl Int/cnt Stbl Int/cnt Stbl
Success 8.25abcd 6.75ab 7.54aef 5.31a 6.74bg 4.57b 2.24cegh 5.89 6.44dfh 5.47

(.51) (2.64) (1.25) (2.79) (1.83) (2.29) (.79) (2.93) (2.46) (3.08)
Failure 6.09abc 4.22abc 7.16def 4.61de 2.38ad 7.08ad 2.12beg 7.5bef 3.35cfg 6.02cf

(1.93) (3.12) (1.36) (2.84) (.88) (1.87) (.77) (1.81) (1.99) (2.69)
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Attributional characteristics of specific causes

We next investigated perceived attributional characteristics of the main causes, that is, topics 
mentioned by over 20% of participants: ability, effort, task difficulty, teacher treatment and 
interest. Table 4 presents results of two MANOVAs that tested for mean differences in scores 
on stability-temporariness and on controllability/internality-externality for each of the five 
causes – one MANOVA for events of success and one for events of failure. Both analyses were 
significant (Wilks’ Lambda: F = 15.40, df = 8, p < .001, η2 = .27 for success; F = 30.24, df = 8, 
p < .001, η2 = .46 for failure).

Table 4 also presents results of Scheffe Post-hoc tests that were conducted to test for 
differences between specific causes on attributional dimensions. With regard to perceptions 
of internality-controllability, the results indicate that, in events of success, ability was con-
strued as the most internal-controllable cause (8.25), followed by effort (7.54), task difficulty 
(6.74), interest (6.44), and teacher’s treatment (2.24). In events of failure, ability (6.09) and 
effort (7.16) emerged as most internal-controllable, followed by interest (3.35), task difficulty 
(2.38), and teacher’s treatment (2.12).

With regard to stability-temporariness, the results indicate that, in events of success, 
ability (6.75) was construed as most stable, but not significantly more so than teacher treat-
ment (5.89) and interest (5.47). Following was effort (5.31) and task difficulty (4.57), which 
were not significantly different from each other, or from teacher treatment and interest, but 
were construed as significantly less stable than ability. In events of failure, teacher treatment 
(7.5) was construed as most stable, followed by task difficulty (7.08) and interest (6.02). Least 
stable were effort (4.61) and, surprisingly, ability (4.22).

Discussion

The findings of the current study may shed light on the construction of attributions among 
Arab high school students in the context of the Arab education system in Israel. Students 
overwhelmingly cited exams as the event for experiencing and generating attributions for 
academic success and failure and their causal attributions reflected a self-serving bias. These 
findings are discussed in depth in the sections that follow.

The centrality of exams

Exams constituted the main event within which students experienced success and failure 
as well as developed understandings about processes underlying academic accomplish-
ments. This finding reflects, most likely, the very heavy reliance on teacher-centred instruc-
tional methods and assessment in Arab schools (Abu-Asbah 1998). Motivationally, the 
characteristics of exams render such an overwhelming reliance very problematic: exams 
focus on assessment rather than learning; they reduce feedback to a number that is unin-
formative about mastery of different aspects of targeted content; they emphasise individual 
performance and deemphasise collaboration; they are uniform across all students and cater 
to a particular and narrow notion of academic ability, placing little value on creativity, the 
persistent pursuit of diverse interests, and comprehensive mastery. Exams are also commonly 
administered with strict time limits thus emphasising students’ comparative ability rather 
than self-improvement, and they deemphasise student autonomy over the content and 
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mode of engagement (Ames 1992). These task characteristics have been found to be asso-
ciated with maladaptive concern with perceived ability and self-worth (Nicholls 1984), adop-
tion of performance-approach, performance-avoidance, extrinsic achievement goals (Kaplan 
et al. 2002), self-protective attributions (Duval and Silvia 2002), and with generally maladap-
tive patterns of self-perception and self-regulation (Meece, Anderman, and Anderman 2006).

Attributional constructions and the self-serving bias

Students’ selection of causes for events of success relative to events of failure seemed to 
correspond with previous findings and reflect the self-serving bias (Campbell and Sedikides 
1999). The vast majority of success attributions emphasised ability, effort, and interest, which 
are commonly construed as internal. Failure attributions were more evenly distributed but 
most participants accented teacher treatment followed by task difficulty, both of which are 
commonly construed as external. Students in the current sample did not distinguish between 
the locus and controllability dimensions of causation; all three sub-groups, as well as both 
boys and girls, manifested this pattern.

Weiner’s (1985) distinction between these two dimensions was a theoretical innovation 
over the earlier concept of locus of control (Rotter 1954), a construct in an attributional 
perspective that focused on people’s personality-based tendency to attribute events in their 
lives to internal-controllable vs. external-uncontrollable causes. Weiner’s (1985) perspective 
also focused on situational rather than dispositional attributional patterns, and further 
pointed to the diversity of causes that are internal to the person yet differ in their level of 
controllability, especially the distinction between ability and effort. The lack of distinction 
between locus and controllability of causes among the current participants suggests a men-
tal framework in which internal causes involve both sense of ownership and sense of respon-
sibility, stronger self-related emotions, and self-worth implications. In comparison, external 
causes involve self-detachment, disconnection between the outcome and self-esteem as 
well as a lack of personal responsibility. Merging the locus and controllability dimensions 
may imply that students who attribute their failure to external causes are also likely to feel 
detached from the task as well as to avoid responsibility for future action. Conversely, stu-
dents who attribute failure to internal causes might also be more oriented to take action to 
change future outcomes.

We can speculate that this construction of causes has bases in the general cultural-political 
context of the Arab minority in Israel, for whom external causation such as parental authority 
and state enforcement of policies is salient. We may also conjecture that attributional pat-
terns reflect current political-economic concerns of the students’ communities and the mes-
sages that parents, friends, and the media send to students about reasons for academic 
accomplishments. The characteristics of academic assignments that are prevalent in schools 
are also likely to influence student perceptions. Clearly, these alternative explanations are 
not mutually exclusive and, in fact, may be complimentary.

Whereas the findings suggested that students generally construed the attributional 
dimensions of causes similar to the Western notion, there were some interesting deviations. 
In events of success, students construed ability and effort as most internal/controllable, with 
means close to the top of the scale. Interest was also construed as internal/controllable, but 
surprisingly, so was task difficulty. In events of failure, ability and effort were viewed as 
internal/controllable but ability was rated lower on this dimension than it was in events of 
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success. Interest, task difficulty, and teacher treatment were all construed as external/uncon-
trollable. Thus, whereas the pattern of ability, effort, and teacher treatment conforms to 
Western notion of attributional construal, the current collective student construction of the 
internal/controllable dimension for task difficulty and interest (and somewhat for ability) 
seems to be flexible, and to reflect a pattern of a self-serving bias: more internal/controllable 
for success and more external/uncontrollable for failure for the same cause.

Flexibility in constructing attributional characteristics of causation was seen in relation 
to stability as well. In events of success, ability was construed as relatively stable, but not 
more so than were teacher treatment and interest. Effort and task difficulty were construed 
to have lower stability, but were still above the mid-point of the stability dimension scale. 
In comparison, in events of failure, teacher treatment was construed as the most stable cause, 
followed by task difficulty and interest. Less stable were effort and ability, both of which 
were below the mid-point of the stability dimension scale. Flexibility in attributions involving 
ability may reflect an optimistic view or a self-serving bias. High ability as a stable cause of 
success leads to positive outcome expectancies, while low ability as an unstable cause of 
failure maintains an optimistic view that the outcome may change in the future. Interestingly, 
while luck is a common causal attribution, students mentioned it very infrequently. Thus, 
the prevalence of luck in literature discussions may be influenced by forced-choice surveys 
that require students to address the topic.

Limitations

Whereas the sample included groups of Arab youth from three different geographic locations 
in Israel, the study only included Muslim students enrolled in high school. Thus, the findings 
do not shed insight into motivational views among all Arab adolescents in Israel. The findings 
may also be influenced by the subject areas probed and attributions may differ in other 
domains (e.g. physical education). Finally, whereas the data in this study allowed to demon-
strate collective aspects of students’ causal attributions, they could not support strong con-
jectures about the contextual processes undergirding these collective processes, which may 
be better derived by ethnographic methods.

Conclusion

The educational contexts of Arab schools in Israel reflect cultural-political processes that 
have led to the predominance of teacher-centred authoritarian instructional methods. Arab 
high school students overwhelmingly rely on exams to interpret academic success and 
failure and generate causal attributions that guide their academic expectations, sense of 
self-esteem, and academic decisions. This context seems to manifest in students’ self-
protective and self-serving strategies that, at least in events of failure, harbour the risk of 
contributing to emotional detachment, alienation, and helplessness. Desired change in Arab 
high schools in Israel would correspond with cultural and political processes to address 
economic and administrative structures that have historically influenced the pedagogy in 
Arab schools in this society (Al-Krenawi 2016; Arar 2012; Dwairy 2004; Flum and Kaplan 2016; 
Resh and Benavot 2009). Most proximally, change should involve a different pedagogy that 
shifts the meaning of schooling for teachers and students from testing to learning and 
development.
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Notes

1. � The instrument also included additional measures that were not analysed for the current study.
2. � McAuley, Duncan, and Russell (1992) also distinguished between personal and external 

control. Despite empirical support for this distinction in their study, the very high correlation 
between the two scales and the incompatibility with Weiner’s perspective raised questions 
about discriminant validity and led us to include only the items that assessed personal control.

3. � Informal conversation with students indicated the possibility that students in the sample read 
the first anchor as ‘someone else has responsibility’ and the second anchor as ‘no one else but 
me has responsibility.’
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