
Responsi bi li ty i n th e Classroom: 
A Synth esi s of Research  
on Teach i ng Self-Control

Students can leam to tak e 
responsi bi li ty for th ei r own beh avi or.

LINDA M. ANDERSON AND RICHARD S. PRAWAT

It i s a common percepti on th at stu 
dents recei ve less gui dance today 
from h ome, ch urch , and communi  

ty th an th ey di d i n th e past. Regardless 
of i ts truth , th i s i dea h as contri buted to 
i ncreased expectati ons for th e soci ali za 
ti on role th e publi c sch ools sh ould play. 
Th rough  soci ali zati on, ch i ldren acqui re 
th e work  and soci al sk i lls th at enable 
th em to functi on effecti vely i n th e class 
room, and, later, i n th e work  place. 
Unfortunately, h owever, not much  i s 
k nown about th e soci ali zati on process as 
i t unfolds i n sch ool. For th e past two 
years, we h ave been studyi ng th e role 
teach ers play i n th i s process, and i t i s 
clear th at teach ers see two k ey aspects of 
soci ali zati on—fosteri ng work  and soci al 
responsi bi li ty—as i mportant educati on 
al goals.

Wh at Is Responsi bi li ty i n th e 
Classroom?
Responsi bi li ty i s a complex concept 

i nvolvi ng a number of related i ssues, 
such  as accountabi li ty and control, 
wh i ch  psych ologi sts h ave th ough t about

and studi ed for some ti me. Sk i nner 
(1971), for example, mai ntai ns th at i n 
di vi duals are h eld accountable for wh at 
th ey do (th at i s, prai sed or blamed) only 
i f th ere i s no obvi ous external factor 
controlli ng th e beh avi or. Percepti on of 
control i s an i mportant factor i n re 
spondi ng to one's own beh avi or as well. 
Indi vi duals wh o feel i n control are 
much  more wi lli ng to accept responsi -
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bi li ty for th ei r own beh avi or. In th e 
classroom, responsi ble beh avi or i n 
volves self-regulati on and self-control by 
students. Students beh ave appropri ately 
i n large part because th ey h ave i nternal 
i zed standards of conduct and k now h ow 
to meet th ose standards.
Responsi bi li ty h as both  vi si ble com 

ponents (beh avi or) and i nvi si ble compo 
nents (cogni ti on, affect, and atti tude). 
We h ave ch osen to emph asi ze th e cog 
ni ti ve components (beli efs, k nowledge, 
and strategi es) because we beli eve th at 
th ey di sti ngui sh  truly self-regulated, re 
sponsi ble beh avi or from beh avi or th at i s 
more dependent on external cues and 
consequences. One can beh ave appro 
pri ately wi th out beh avi ng responsi bly. 
For example, students may persi st i n 
fi ni sh i ng task s wi th out di stracti ng oth ers 
because th ey want to earn poi nts for free 
ti me, or because th ey beli eve i t i s i m 
portant to complete a j ob. Th e latter 
reasoni ng reflects a sense of responsi bi l 
i ty, but th e beh avi or look s th e same i n 
ei th er case.

In classrooms, responsi bi li ty h as two
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maj or components: i ndi vi dual work  re 
sponsi bi li ty (doi ng one's work  i ndepen 
dently and stayi ng on task ), and soci al 
responsi bi li ty (sh ari ng resources fai rly 
and i nteracti ng wi th  oth ers i n a soci ally 
posi ti ve manner). Th ese two compo 
nents reflect th e dual nature of th e 
student role.
Th e exi sti ng research  does not address 

all forms of student responsi bi li ty; i n 
fact, most of i t h as focused on th e self- 
control of attenti on and on-task  beh av 
i or, reflecti ng i ndi vi dual work  responsi  
bi li ty, and on deali ng wi th  confli ct wi th  
peers, reflecti ng soci al responsi bi li ty. In 
addi ti on, many of th e studi es were done 
i n laboratory setti ngs, not classrooms, 
alth ough  several i nvolved students wh o 
were h avi ng problems i n th e classroom. 
Despi te th ese li mi tati ons, th e research  
revi ewed h ere suggests th at teach ers can 
i nfluence ch i ldren's th i nk i ng i n ways 
th at wi ll support th e development of 
greater self-control and th us greater re 
sponsi bi li ty for th emselves.

Percepti ons of Self-Control
Despi te th e adage "noth i ng succeeds 
li k e success," recent psych ologi cal re 
search  suggests th at for students, th e 
effect of success on later performance 
depends on students' understandi ng of 
wh y th ey succeeded (or fai led) and 
wh eth er th ey h ad control over th e out 
come.
Th ere h ave been several th eoreti cal 

approach es to th e study of percepti ons of 
control. In most cases, students wi th  a 
stronger sense of personal control over 
outcomes are h i gh er ach i evers wh o ac 
cept more responsi bi li ty for th ei r 
ach i evement (Sti pek  and Wei sz, 1981). 
Harter and Connell (1981) determi ned 
th at students' understandi ng of th e 
sources of control (ei th er external or 
i nternal) was i mportant i n determi ni ng 
ach i evement, self-concept, and a sense 
of i ntri nsi c moti vati on. In a study of task  
persi stence, Andrews and Debus (1978) 
found th at more persi stent students ex 
plai ned th ei r fai lures as resulti ng from a 
lack  of effort—someth i ng th ey could 
control—rath er th an a lack  of abi li ty or 
th e di ffi culty of th e task .
Th i s last fi ndi ng i llustrates attri buti on 

th eory (Wei ncr, 1979), wh i ch  provi des 
several useful concepts for exami ni ng 
students' sense of control as i t vari es 
across si tuati ons, rath er th an vi ewi ng i t 
as a general personali ty trai t th at resi sts 
ch ange.
Accordi ng to Wei ner (1979), four

explanati ons are commonly gi ven for 
success and fai lure: abi li ty, effort, luck , 
and task  di ffi culty. Dependi ng on 
wh eth er we succeed or fai l, th ese di ffer 
i ng explanati ons wi ll affect h ow much  
we expect to succeed at si mi lar task s i n 
th e future, and our expectati ons wi ll, i n 
turn, affect th e effort we are wi lli ng to 
expend. Th e most i mportant i mpli ca 
ti on of th i s th eory for student responsi  
bi li ty i s th at attri buti ng success or fai lure 
to effort i s li k ely to lead to furth er effort 
i n th e future. Attri buti ng performance 
to personal effort i mplj es th at th e stu 
dent feels i nternal control over th e out 
come and expects to succeed i n si mi lar 
future si tuati ons i f enough  effort i s ex 
pended. But wh en success or fai lure i s 
attri buted to abi li ty, luck , or task  di ffi  
culty, students arc less li k ely to feel 
control over th e outcomes of task s and 
wi ll expect greater effort i n th e nature to 
mak e li ttle di fference.
Wh i le most of th e attri buti on re 

search  h as been concerned wi th  aca 
demi c si tuati ons, recent work  h as also 
exami ned i nterpersonal problem-solv 
i ng si tuati ons. For example, Goetz and 
Dweck  (1980) determi ned th at th e ch i l 
dren least able to cope wi th  soci al rej ec 
ti on were th ose wh o emph asi zed per 
sonal i ncompetence as i ts cause, as 
opposed to effort or mi sunderstandi ng 
th at can be overcome wi th  effort.

In both  work  and soci al sk i lls, th ere 
fore, i t i s more desi rable for students to 
learn to attri bute th ei r performance to 
th ei r own effort, rath er th an to causes 
th ey cannot control. Th ere are, h owev 
er, vast i ndi vi dual di fferences among 
students i n th e degree to wh i ch  th ey 
attri bute past outcomes to effort, and 
th erefore th e degree to wh i ch  th ey as 
sume responsi bi li ty and exert effort on 
si mi lar task s. In several studi es, re 
search ers h ave attempted "attri buti on 
retrai ni ng" wi th  ch i ldren wh o do not 
feel a sense of responsi bi li ty or control. 
Th e goal i n all cases was to i ncrease th e 
number of ti mes ch i ldren attri buted 
th ei r successes and fai lures to th ei r own 
efforts. In some cases, persi stence on 
task s was also assessed.
Th ese studi es i nvolved ch i ldren i n 

upper elementary and j uni or h i gh  
grades, and one i nvolved students i n a 
speci al educati on faci li ty. Th e meth ods 
i ncluded ample rei nforcement of spon 
taneous effort attri buti ons (Andrews and 
Debus, 1978); statements by experi  
menters th at "you tri ed" followi ng suc 
cess or "you sh ould h ave tri ed h arder"

followi ng fai lure (Dweck , 1975; 
Rh odes, 1977; Ch api n and Dyck , 1976); 
and teach i ng th e student to repeat such  
statements followi ng success and fai lure 
(Fowler and Peterson, 1981; Rei h er and 
Dembo, 1981). In all of th ese studi es, at 
least some of th e desi red effects were 
ach i eved.
Because th ese studi es were conducted 

i n laboratory setti ngs, th ei r fi ndi ngs do 
not necessari ly apply to th e classroom; 
but many of th e studi es di d use sch ool- 
li k e task s, such  as persi stence i n spelli ng 
words (Rei h er and Dembo, 1981) or 
math  problems (Dweck , 1975). Furth er, 
wh i le attri buti on retrai ni ng h as not been 
tri ed i n th e soci al domai n, th ere i s no 
reason to th i nk  th at i t wi ll not contri bute 
to th i s aspect of soci ali zati on as well.

Appli cati ons and Li mi tati ons i n th e 
Classroom
Th ere i s an appeali ng logi c to th e argu 
ment th at we sh ould encourage students 
to attri bute outcomes to effort. Many of 
th e tech ni ques descri bed i n th ese studi es 
are relati vely easy for teach ers to adapt 
and use, such  as modeli ng statements 
about tryi ng h ard, emph asi zi ng to stu 
dents th e i mportance of effort, poi nti ng 
out to th em th e relati onsh i p between 
th ei r own efforts and outcomes, prai si ng 
students for arti culati ng si mi lar state 
ments, and suggesti ng th at th ey deli ber 
ately mak e such  statements to th em 
selves followi ng successes or fai lures.

Despi te th e appeal of th e argument 
and th e ease of th e tech ni ques, th ere are 
two i mportant li mi tati ons to th i s re 
search . Th e fi rst i s th at students' general 
cogni ti ve development wi ll affect th ei r 
understandi ng of self-control. Very 
young ch i ldren (under seven) do not 
h ave a clear understandi ng of th e cause- 
and-effect relati onsh i p between effort 
and outcome (Ni ch olls, 1978). Ch i l 
dren i n th e early pri mary grades usually 
beli eve th at conduct and work  h abi ts are 
determi ned by both  abi li ty- and effort, 
wh i ch  th ey cannot di sti ngui sh . Th i s 
superfi ci al apprai sal may mak e th em 
less li k ely to recogni ze wh en true men 
tal effort i s bei ng made i n th e learni ng 
process (Blumenfeld and oth ers, 1981; 
Sti pek , 1981). Such  work  suggests th at 
young students wi ll not benefi t from 
extensi ve attri buti onal retrai ni ng. More 
over, th ere i s an added developmental 
problem i n th e soci al domai n, accord 
i ng to Harter (1982). Young ch i ldren do 
not th i nk  about th e soci al domai n i n 
qui te th e same way as th ey do th e
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"Part of k nowi ng 
h ow to control 
one's beh avi or i s 
k nowi ng wh en i t 
meets standards of 
appropri ateness and 
wh en i t does not"

cogni ti ve and ph ysi cal domai ns: th ey do 
not vi ew i t as a sk i ll domai n wh ere effort 
at applyi ng sk i lls could mak e a di ffer 
ence.
Th e second i mportant li mi tati on i s 

th at attri buti ng success or fai lure to 
effort i s not always reasonable i f task s are 
too di ffi cult. Indeed, emph asi zi ng th e 
role of effort and self-control i n th e 
classroom wh en students were work i ng 
at task s beyond th ei r abi li ti es can only 
i ncrease th ei r frustrati on and loss of self- 
esteem and i nh i bi t th ei r responsi ble be 
h avi or (Ki ng, 1981; Anderson, i n press). 
Attri buti ons for success and fai lure be 
come i mportant only wh en one pos 
sesses th e necessary sk i lls but i s not 
mak i ng suffi ci ent effort to apply th ose 
sk i lls.

Sk i lls and Strategi es for Self-Control
Patterson (1981) states th at young ch i l 
dren (and, presumably, less sk i lled ch i l 
dren at any age) are often unfami li ar 
wi th  strategi es for controlli ng th ei r own 
beh avi or. Alth ough  some students spon 
taneously develop th e necessary k nowl 
edge to control th emselves, oth ers do 
not and must be taugh t meth ods of self- 
control. Patterson revi ews research  i n 
th i s area and concludes th at wh en ch i l 
dren h ave been taugh t self-control suc 
cessfully, i t i s because th ey h ave been 
taugh t some way of th i nk i ng di fferently 
about th e si tuati on.
Research  i n th i s area can be orga 

ni zed accordi ng to th ree pri mary ap 
proach es: moni tori ng one's own beh av 
i or, i nterventi on th rough  self-talk , and 
learni ng to apply a problem-solvi ng rou 
ti ne.

Self-Moni tori ng. Part of k nowi ng 
h ow to control one's beh avi or i s k now 
i ng wh en i t meets standards of appropri  
ateness and wh en i t does not. If students 
do not k now h ow to assess th ei r beh av 
i or, th ey cannot responsi bly control i t. 
In several classroom-based studi es, stu 
dents were taugh t to moni tor th ei r be 
h avi or and i ndi cate on a form wh eth er 
or not th ey were beh avi ng appropri ately 
wh en si gnals were gi ven at random i n 
tervals. In most cases, th e rate of appro 
pri ate beh avi or i ncreased si gni fi cantly as 
a result of students'self-evaluati on. Th i s 
was true wh eth er or not th e students' 
records were compared to th ose of an 
observer or th e teach er, and i t was true 
wh eth er or not th e records were ti ed to a 
reward (Glynn and Th omas, 1974; 
Glynn, Th omas, and Sh ee, 1973; 
McLaugh li n and Gnagey, 1981;

O'Leary and Dubey, 1979; Roberts and 
Nelson, i n press; Rosenbaum and Drab- 
man 1979; and Sagotsk y, Patterson, and 
Lepper, 1978). Th ese studi es were per 
formed across several grade levels and 
one (McLaugh li n and Gnagey, 1981) 
i ncluded speci al educati on students.
Th e study by Glynn and Th omas 

(1974) demonstrates th e i mportance of 
clear standards i f a self-moni tori ng pro 
gram i s to be effecti ve. Th ey i ntroduced 
such  a system i n a classroom wh ere th e 
teach er often i nterrupted th e students 
duri ng seatwork  but was unclear about 
wh en th ey were to resume th ei r 
seatwork  rath er th an conti nui ng to pay 
attenti on to h i m. Only after a si mple 
cuei ng system was establi sh ed di d self- 
moni tori ng actually h elp th e students. 
Th e cuei ng system requi red th e teach er 
to fli p a card to i ndi cate wh eth er appro 
pri ate beh avi or was watch i ng th e teach  
er and refrai ni ng from wri ti ng, or doi ng 
th e work  on one's desk . Wi th  th i s clari fi  
cati on, students were able to use th e 
self-moni tori ng system wi th  good re 
sults. Th i s suggests th at th e teach er's 
role i n mak i ng th e classroom envi ron 
ment predi ctable and th e standards clear 
i s cri ti cal i f students are to learn to 
control th ei r own beh avi or.

Self-Talk  for Self-Control. It i s com 
monly but mi stak enly assumed th at talk  
i ng to oneself i s a si gn of i nstabi li ty. We 
all do i t at ti mes, especi ally wh en acute 
concentrati on i s requi red. In such  cases, 
we are spontaneously usi ng a tech ni que 
th at h as been appli ed i n several i nter 
venti on studi es i n wh i ch ,ch i ldren h ave 
been taugh t to talk  to th emselves as a 
way of focusi ng attenti on and gui di ng 
beh avi or.
Mei ch enbaum (1977) developed a 

general self-talk  procedure th at h as been 
successfully appli ed i n several studi es. 
In th i s procedure, an adult models h ow 
to perform a task  wh i le talk i ng aloud 
about th e steps requi red. Th e content of 
th e self-talk  represents a detai led, step- 
by-step analysi s of th e task . Th e ch i ld 
fi rst performs th e task  wh i le an adult 
speak s th e di recti ons, th en performs th e 
task  wh i le sayi ng th e di recti ons aloud. 
Gradually, th e ch i ld i s taugh t to wh i sper 
and th en to th i nk  th e di recti ons si lently.
Many studi es at several grade levels 

(i ncludi ng presch ool and college) h ave 
used self-talk  tech ni ques (revi ewed i n 
Mei ch enbaum, 1977; Mi sch el and Pat 
terson, 1978; and Pressley, 1979). Un 
li k e th e self-moni tori ng studi es, most of 
th ese studi es were done i n th e labora-
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tory, not th e classroom, and often i n 
volved novel task s th at would not be 
performed i n th e classroom. Success 
wi th  th ese tech ni ques i n oth er appli ed 
setti ngs (especi ally cli ni cal setti ngs), 
h owever, suggests th at th ey could be 
adapted and used successfully i n th e 
classroom as well. Indeed, a commer 
ci al program called "Th i nk  Aloud" 
(Bash  and Camp, 1981) h as developed 
speci fi c lesson plans and acti vi ti es for 
teach i ng ch i ldren self-talk  strategi es to 
be used i n th e classroom.

Routi nes for Problem Solvi ng. Th ere 
are more and less effecti ve ways of h an 
dli ng problems, i n both  th e work  and 
th e soci al areas, and th ese ways can be 
defi ned as routi nes, or sequences of 
sk i lls th at i nvolve both  th ough t and 
acti on. In general, effecti ve problem 
solvi ng i nvolves: (1) th e abi li ty to recog 
ni ze and admi t th at a problem exi sts; (2) 
th e abi li ty to generate a number of 
alternati ve soluti ons to th e problem and

to wei gh  th e advantages and di sadvan 
tages of each ; and (3) th e abi li ty to tak e 
acti on. Th i s last step also h as an i mpor 
tant cogni ti ve component, wh i ch  h as 
been ch aracteri zed by Spi vak , Platt, and 
Sh ure (1976) as "means-ends th i nk i ng." 
Means-ends th i nk i ng i nvolves th e abi li  
ty to plan a seri es of acti ons th at move 
one toward a speci fi c goal, tak i ng i nto 
account potenti al obstacles and a reali s 
ti c ti me frame.
To date, most of th e research  on 

problem-solvi ng sk i lls h as been done i n 
th e soci al area. Th i s research  suggests 
th at ch i ldren wh o are better soci al prob 
lem solvers accept more responsi bi li ty 
for th ei r soci al beh avi or and are rated 
h i gh er by teach ers i n terms of th ei r 
soci al adj ustment (Spi vak , Platt, and 
Sh urc, 1976).

A number of studi es h ave demon 
strated th at i t i s possi ble to trai n ch i ldren 
to use soci al problem-solvi ng tech  
ni ques (Urbai n and Kendall, 1980). For

Highlights from Research on 
Teaching Self-Control

Adults can h elp students become more responsible by teach i ng th em 
new ways of th i nk i ng about self-control. Th e research  summarized 
h ere suggests th at:

• If students do not feel a sense of control over th e outcomes of 
th ei r acti ons, th ey wi ll not exert much  effort or assume much  responsi  
bi li ty for wh at th ey do.

• It i s not enough  for students to si mply believe th ey can exert 
control, h owever. Th ey must also h ave th e ri gh t sk i lls—such  as talk i ng 
th emselves th rough  a task , moni tori ng th ei r own beh avi or, and learn 
i ng problem-solving routines.

• Wh en students attribute th ei r success (or fai lure) on a particular 
task  to th e amount of personal effort th ey put i nto th e task , th ey are 
more li k ely to try h arder i n si mi lar si tuations i n th e future.

• Ch i ldren wh o beli eve th ei r own i ncompetence—rath er th an ef 
fort—is th e cause of social rej ecti on h ave a h ard ti me coping wi th  th at 
rej ecti on.

• Many students can be taugh t to attribute th ei r success or fai lure at 
a task  to effort, i nstead of to luck , abi li ty, or th e di ffi culty of th e task . 
Very young ch i ldren, h owever, cannot di sti ngui sh  between effort and 
abi li ty.

Resource Information Service (RIS) provides ASCD members access to 
research  and sources of i nformation on selected topics. Th e i nforma 
ti on i s avai lable th rough  RIS-sponsored research  synth eses, th e RIS 
column i n Update, and th e quarterly publicati on Curriculum Update.

example, Zah avi  and Ash er (1978) i n 
structed aggressi ve nursery sch ool ch i l 
dren i n th e use of "alternati ve th i nk i ng" 
i n i nterpersonal problem si tuati ons, and 
th e ch i ldren subsequently sh owed less 
aggressi ve beh avi or th an di d ch i ldren 
wh o h ad not been so i nstructed. Trai n 
i ng studi es of th i s sort also sh ow th at 
wh en ch i ldren's soci al problem-solvi ng 
abi li ty i s enh anced, th ei r sense of bei ng 
"i n control" i n soci al si tuati ons i s also 
enh anced (Spi vak , Platt, and Sh ure, 
1976).

Conclusi on
Th ere i s general agreement th at i n 

creasi ng students' responsi bi li ty i s desi r 
able, but th ere are many questi ons 
about h ow to accompli sh  th at goal. 
Th ese questi ons often revolve around 
assi gnment of responsi bi li ty for student 
beh avi or to ei th er th e teach er, wh o 
controls by mani pulati ng consequences, 
or th e student, wh o exerts i nternal con 
trol. It i s often assumed th at th e maj or 
i ssue i s h ow much  responsi bi li ty sh ould 
be "gi ven" to students th rough  more 
ch oi ces and accountabi li ty.
Alth ough  opportuni ti es to exert re 

sponsi bi li ty arc an i mportant factor to 
consi der, th i s revi ew suggests th at teach  
ers can do more th an "gi ve away" re 
sponsi bi li ty i n order to encourage i t. 
Th ey can also h elp students ch ange 
th ei r percepti ons of control and th ei r 
cogni ti ve strategi es for exerti ng i t. "Gi v 
i ng" responsi bi li ty to students wi th out 
provi di ng th i s k i nd of i nstructi on wi ll 
lead many students to fai l. In sh ort, 
teach ers must fi rst accept responsi bi li ty 
before th ey can ask  students to accept 
i t.D
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