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ABSTRACT 

The present research examined the acculturation process with respect to beliefs. 

attributions. and emotional reactions to academic success and failure of Iranian and Iranian- 

Canadian mothen and children. In the fint study 41 Iranian and 29 Iranim-Canadian mothers. 

and in the second snidy 4 1 Iranian and 29 Iranian-Canadian junior-high school snidents were 

interviewed with respect to their beliefs and attributions about school success and failure. Chi- 

square analyses indicated the significant effect of culture on the beliefs and attributions of 

mothers and students. The definitions of school success and failure of Iranian mothers and their 

children were product-based. but the definition of immibmt mothers and their children were 

process-based. Moreover. mothers' amibutions were not limited to the four factors established in 

theones of attribution (e-g. Weiner, 1986) (i.e., ability, effort. task dificulty. and luck). While 

Iranian mothers attributed their children's success and failure primarîly to "effort", "family" 

appears to be the most frequent attribution of both success and failure for Iranian immigrant 

mothers. Furthemore. the findings suggest that immigrant students are not a hornogenous group 

in tenns of their attributions. Unlike Iranian students who attnbute their academic outcornes to 



effort consistently, immigrant -dents may a#ibute thek academic outcomes to interest. effixt, 

or ability. 

With respect to acculturation strategies, the fmdings indicate that changes in immigrant 

parents cannot be explained by any of the four acculturation strategies suggested by Beny 

(1 998). Rather. they point to a fifth strategy which resdts fkom interaction between the old and 

the new acquired sets of beliefs. Uniike their mothers, the dominant strategy adopted by 

immigrant students seems to be assimilation, one of the four niggested by Berry. 

The third study focused on mothers' ernotional reactions to their children's achievement 

outcornes. Although there are similarities benveen the twvo groups, cuitud differences in terms 

of intensity and the type of emotions associated with their attributions were observed in mothers' 

emotional reactions. Speci ficall y. Iranian mothee experience enjoyment, pride, sadness. and 

shame more intensely, and sympathy less intensely than Iraniaii-Canadian mothers. The links 

between the findings of the three studies are discussed in ternis of the interface of amibution and 

acculturation models. 
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CHAPTERONE 

Introduction 

Over the last several decades there has been a tremendous interest by psychologists 

working in different domains such as educational, developmentai, cognitive, clinical, and cross- 

culturai psychology, regarding how attributions affect people's behaviour. This interest has 

highlighted the importance of attribution in al1 aspects of people's daily functioning fiom mental 

heaith to acadernic achievement. The question of how people attribute academic achievement has 

received a lot of attention fkom psychologists in general. and cross-cultural psychologists in 

particular. 

A number of studies have examined either the influence of ethnicity or the influence of 

ethnic background and culture combined on people's beliefs in general, and parcntal attribution 

of children's academic success and failure in particular (Chao, 1996; Chandler, Shama, Wolf, & 

Plancharci, 198 1 ; Duda & Allison. 198% Evans. Craig, & Mietzel, 1993; Hewstone, Wagner. & 

Machleit, 1 988; Holloway, 1 988; Mizokawa & Ryckman. 1 990; Ng, McClure, Walkey, & Hunt, 

1995; Pilling & Yan. 1994; Tuss, Zimmer, & Ho, 1995: Valencia 1 994; Watkins & Gutierrez. 

1989; Whitley & Fneze, 1985: Yan & Gaier. 1994). Only one study, however, has investigated 

the influence of socio-culturd factors on the attrïïutions parents make regarding their children's 

success and failure (Hess, Chih-Mei, & McDevitt, 1987). 

The present research was designed to investigate the infiuence of socio-culniral factors on 

people's beliefs, attributions, and emotions by examining how the acculturation process affects 

mponses to academic success and failure. This dissertation is based on three studies looking at 
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drree imer-relate& themes conceming the &ct of sociocntmrai factors on three important 

components in Weiner's attribution theory. The theoreticai background will be reviewed in 

Chapter two. In the first study, described in Chapter three, Iranian mothers' beliefs and 

attributions toward children's school success and failure were compared with those of Iranian- 

Canadian mothen. In the second study, descnbed in Chapter four, Iranian and Iranian-Canadian 

junior-high school students were compared on their beliefs and attributions of academic success 

and failure. The third study. descnbed in Chapter five, focused on mothers' emotional reactions 

to children's academic outcornes. In the final chapter the results of these three studies are 

discussed in terms of their contributions to a modification of attribution theory. in a manner that 

might meke it more applicable across cultures. 



Theoreticai Backeround 

Attribution Theory 

Miller (1995) has defined attribution as the way in which we explain and evaluate 

behaviour, both the behaviour of othea and our own behaviour. Weary, Stanley. and Harvey 

(1 989) suggest that causal attribution is an inference about why an event occurred or about a 

penon's dispositions or other psychological States. Individuals' perceptions about the causes of 

events are referred to as attribution. It is interesting to note. that although attribution and 

causdity have been a central topic in social psychology b e g i ~ i n g  with Heider (Heider & 

Simmel 1944; Heider. 19%). the history of the attribution of children's behaviour can be traced 

back even M e r  to Piaget (1 930) and the field of developmental psychoiogy. 

At the time when the focus of social psychologists was on perception and on how people 

understand each other and the world. Heider (1958) went further and focused on how people 

understand the causes of rvents and situations. He emphasized that whcther a person attributes 

the cause(s) of an evcnt to interna1 factors (self) or extemal factors (outside self7environment) 

makes a difference in a penon's performance. In their discussion of Heider's theory, Brewin and 

Antaki (1 982) state that in explaining the causes of events, Heider specificaily made a distinction 

between factors intemal to the penon, and extemal factors such as. environment. Later. Jones 

and Nisbett (1 972) added a new aspect to the theory by m a h g  a distinction between the 

observen' and the actors' attributions. They defined the actors' attributions as "situational" and 



between the two: informational and perceptua!. They believed that the perceptual aspect is more 

important than the environmental aspect. This distinction is particularly important for example. 

when it cornes to amibution of academic outcornes by a parent or a teacher, the observer, or by 

the leamer, the actor. 

One of the areas in which attribution has received a lot of attention is with regard to 

attributions related to academic achievement. Weiner is considered to be one of the prominent 

theoreticians in the field of achievement attribution (Weary, Stanley. & Harvey. 1989). In 1979. 

Weiner presented his theory which expanded Heider's model. through the addition of two 

components. namely, stability and controllability. Since Weiner's theory provides the framework 

for the research undertaken in this dissertation, it will be discussed in greater detaii. 

Weiner's theorv of attribution 

Weiner's theory of attributions discusses how the attribution of an outcome (success and 

failure) to internai or extemal. stable or unstable. and controllable or uncontrollable factors helps 

to predict related future performance. Weiner's version of this relationship has been chosen as 

the theoretical framework for this research since it is one of the most developed attribution 

theones in the field of achievement. This is evidenced through the popularîty of this theory 

among numerous researchers who have chosen Weiner's theory of attribution as the framework 

for their research (Clemence & Aymard. 1996; Mizokawa & Ryckman, 1990; Ng, et al.. 1995; 

Yan & Gaier. 1994). This theory encompasses a number of important factors including parents' 

cognition and affect. as weli as children's cognition. 
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Weiner's atkiiution theory dîscusses people's attribution around the folIowing three 

bipolar dimensions: (a) "locus of control" refers to the perceived source of control in relation to 

the self which may be either interna1 (factors related to the self) or extemal (factors residing 

outside the self): (b) "stability" refen to the persistence of the situation over tirne: it may be 

either stable (not likely to change over time) or unstable (likely to change over time); and (c) 

"controllability" refen to the likelihood that the person can influence the event; it may be either 

controllable (the person has the power of directinghanaging the factor) or uncontrollable (the 

penon does not have the power to direct the factor). According to Weiner. any attribution can be 

placed in one of the eipht cells emerging From the interaction of these three dimensions. 

However, Weiner proposes that people mainly attribute their academic success &id failure to four 

causes: ability. effort, task dificulty, and luck. Weiner has expanded the theory and has 

discussed the relationship between attribution and how it affects parents' and teachen' emotional 

reactions, and how the attributions of the parents and teachen affect achievement motivation. 

While there are controversies surrounding attribution theories. there is strong agreement 

among researchers with respect to some patterns of attribution (Glasgow. Dombusch. Troyer. 

Steinberg, & Ritter. 1997). A pattern of attribution consists of the relationship between the 

original attribution. the emotion elicited by that attribution and subsequent action or behavior. 

For instance, the attribution of success to high ability may resdt in feelings of pride and 

consequently increase the chance for future success. The attribution of failure to a lack of effort 

and the attribution of success to effort, constitutes an internai. unstable. and controllable factor, 

and is considered to be a healthy pattern. Conversely. the attribution of failure to a lack of ability, 
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an uitemd but stable and uncontroIIabIe factor. may Iower expectations and result in giving up 

on M e r  effort. 

Although the importance of attribution in the context of achievement has been validated 

by numerous studies in the past thirty years, it has also been criticized for a number of reasons. 

One of the important criticisms is rhat the relationships arnong these factors may change as a 

function of other factors such as culture. age. and/or gender (Allison & Duda.1982; Duda & 

Allison, 1989: Ng. et al.. 1995: Pilling & Yan. 1994). 

Moreover, one of the characteristics of Weiner's theory is that the dimensions are linear 

and polarized. One's attribution is extemal (task difficulty) or intemal (ability). stable (ability) or 

unstable (effort), and controllable (effort) or uncontrollable (ability). However, in the real world 

outcomes cannot necessarily be plsced on bipoiar dimensions. Instead. they result fiom a mixture 

of different factors which are emphasized to different degrees. For instance, the extent to which 

one feels one has a choice in the quality of schooling or level of teacher training and cornmitment 

one's children receive makes a difference in the degree of controllability one perceives that one 

has over the situation, and this rnay diffrr across cultures. In one study Allison and Duda ( 1982) 

found that the Navajo attribute their success to bath interna1 (individual) and external (group) 

factors simultaneously. 

More importantly, the number of primary attributions discussed in the theory are limited 

to four main attributions (ability. e f f o ~  task difficuIty, and luck). This is more of a concern when 

it cornes to cross-culniral studies since other cultures rnay anribute to factors other than those 

which are typical in western cultures. In other words, one concem is the extent to which the 

theoreticai fnünework offexyd by Weiner is universal. 
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A review of cross-cultural studies on attribution 

Research on cultural effects has been conducted using three types of cornparison methods 

(Snarey, 1985). The fint method is to compare different ethnic groups living in the same society. 

This approach focuses on ethnic differences rather than culturai differences. The fîndings fiorn 

this line of research help to identify factors related to individuds' ethnic backgrounds. For 

example, Mizokawa and Ryckrnan ( 1990) examined the attribution patterns among six Asian- 

American groups: Chinese. Filipino. Japanese. Korean, Vietnamese. and other Southeast Asians. 

They administered a questionnaire investigating attributions of academic success and failure. 

The choices in the questionnaire were limited to the four main factors in Weiner's theory (ability, 

effort, task dificulty, and luck). Although their comparisons were limited îo the four main 

factors, they found differences among the six groups. They suggested that the diflerences might 

be related to different ethnic backgrounds. their immigration experience, andlor the ethnic or 

cultural support in the host culture. 

A second approach to cross-cultural studies involves comparisons of different ethnic 

groups living in different cultures. This approach focuses on the integrated. rather than 

independent. effects of ethnic or cuiturd variables. For example, Holloway ( 1988) reviewed 

research on the concept of ability and effort in Japan and the United States. She found that not 

only do Japanese mothea, students, and teachea emphasize effort more than people in the 

United States, but they also include effort in their definition of ability. In a sense, they believe 

that ability partly consists of being able to work hard. Therefore, the fmdings suggest that the 

definition of ability and effort is quditatively different for Japanese and Amencan people. 
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The third spe of c r o s s - c n M  mdy compares two or more idemical ethnic groups living 

in different countries. This approach focuses on culnual differences rather than ethnic 

differences. Research based on this third research paradigm has been rrlatively neglected. Hess, 

Chih-Mei, & McDevitt (1987) have cornpared Chinese children's and mothen' beliefs about their 

children's performance in mûthematics with those of Chinese-Arnerican children and mothen. 

Their fmdings indicate that Chinese mothen believed that lack of effort plays an important role 

in failure, but Chinese-Americans believed that. in addition, lack of ability plays an important 

role. Their responses to their children's grades (success or failure) were also different. Chinese 

mothea place responsibility with the schools, while Chinese-Arnericans believe that the home 

plays an important role in their children's success. These differences might be due to issues 

related to cuItural/environmentd factors such as differences in educational systems ancilor issues 

related to immigration processes. Culnirai differences were observed with respect to the 

children's attributions as well. These differences were observed more fkequently when failure 

was attributed to lack of effort and bad luck. 

AIthough Weiner's attribution theory. and the four main attributions. have been 

developed based on North American data. a number of cross-cultural studies have examined the 

attribution pattern in different cultures using this theory (Holloway, 1988; Mizokawa & 

Ryckman, 1990; Watkins & Gutierrez, 1990; Yan & Gaier, 1994). These studies have considered 

the role of attribution in different contexts (e.g.. academic. job performance), with different types 

of participants (college students. parents. teachen. and school-aged children), and different 

aspects of attribution (self-seniing bias, positive bias). 

Duda and Allison (1 989) reviewed the literature on the attribution theory of achievement 



theory of attribution fiom a cross-cultural point of view. First, they himighted the cultural 

differences with respect to the concepts of failure and success. They suggest that since different 

definitions of outcornes may result in different attributions, the researchen should consider 

investigating the concept of outcome (success/failure) fiom the participant's point of view. 

Second, Duda and Allison addressed the methodological flaws of cross-cultural research utilizing 

theories deveioped based on North Amrrican data. They highlighted the problern with using 

questionnaires that force the participants to select or rate one or more of the four pre-selected 

attributions. Considering the cultural differences on the number and the nature of attributions, 

they suggested utilizing fiee-response methodologies for investigating attribution patterns in 

diverse cultures. Third. they pointed out the problem with the bipolar dimensions in Weiner's 

theory of attribution. They suggest that these are a problem because different cultures have a 

different sense of the Ievel of locus of control. stability. and controllability for different factors. 

In another review of attribution theory, Graham (1  99 1 ) stated that since Wiener's 

attribution theory is more comprehensive than others. it remains a usehl framework for 

researchers. In her review. she emphasizes the importance of ability and effort. although she 

acknowledges it is limited to Kortii American culture. She also discussed the effects of other 

contextual factors such as teachers' emotional reactions and how they lead students to attribute 

their performance to different factors. 

However, despite the limitations and controvenies around this theory, Weiner's 

attribution theory considers not only the role of parents' attributions and children's atîributions, 

but also the role that parents' emotional reactions to their children's academic outcome play in 
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ctrih's aadrrrrit performance. For drese reasorrs, whik WWeiner'sdieory is adopted as the one 

of the best available theoretical h e w o r k s  from which to examine attributions, in the current 

research an attempt was made to compensate for the cross-cultural limitations of the framework 

by using open-ended interviews. 

In surn, the efTects of culture on people's beliefs and behaviours have been the main focus 

of cross-cultural studies. Ho wever. cross-cultural studies have focused primarily on a corn parison 

of the beIiefs and behaviours of people from different countries (e.g., companng Japanese with 

Americans) and from different nationalities living in the same culhue (e.g., comparing Japanese- 

Americans with Americans). Few studies have focused on the cornparison of one ethnic group 

living in two di fferent cul tues. 

Among cross-cultural theories. the one which looks at the changes in individuals as a 

result of migration is "acculturation" theory. Acculturation theory might be a useful framework 

for understanding an individual's cognitive and behavioural changes as the result of exposure to 

another culture. This theory will be reviewed briefly in the next section. 

Acculturation 

In recent years. the study of acculturation processes has become a focus of interest and 

received a great deal of attention in the psychological literature. However, there has been little 

research which investigated the impact of the acculturation process on attribution. 

The relationship between culture and behaviow has long been established. Numerous 

moss-cuitural studies have s h o w  that cultural factors affect individuals' development and 

behaviour (Berry. 1997). While cross-cultural ~ sea rch  is complex and comparative in nature, 
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research on acculturation is even more complex because it examines the outcome arising from 

the contact between two or more cultures (Berry & Sam. 1998). The concept of acculturation has 

to do with how individuals raised in one culture change in the process of migration to another 

culture (Berry, 1997). Acculturation has, however. been conceptualized in a number of different 

ways. Szapocznik. Kurtiner and Fernandez (1 980) for example. put forth two hypotheses for 

acculturation. The fim. known as the "melting pot" hypothesis conceives of acculturation as a 

process of becoming more and more similar to the host culture. The second known as the 

"biculniral'' hypothesis suggests that healthy acculturation involves keeping the old set of values 

while at the same time adopting the new set of values offered by the host culture. The second 

hypothesis has been supponed by research (e.g.. Szapocznik, et al., 1980). Recent views of 

acculturation are more inclusive and specific in that they differentiate between levels of 

acculturation at the group and individual level. They also take into account factors af5ecting each 

level such as individuai differences and environmental aspects. Berry and Sam ( 1998) cited 

Graves (1 967) who made a distinction between acculturation at the group level and 

psycholopical- individual acculturation. They suggest that to understand the level of 

psychological acculturation specific factors affecting this process shouid be considered. 

According to Berry and Sam (1998) the specific factors affecthg the process of acculturation and 

adaptation include: Society of origin, society of senlement, group acculturation, moderating 

factors prior to accuituration. and moderating factors arising during acculturation. 

Four strategies have been introduced by Berry and Sam (1998) as the main strategies for 

accuituration: "When individuals do not wish to maintain their culturai identity and seek daily 

interaction with other cultures. then the Assimilation stmtegy is defined. In con- when the 



wishes to avoid interaction, the Separation is defined. When there is an interest in both 

maintaining one's original culture whiie in daily interaction with other groups. Integration is the 

option. When there is M e  possibility or interest in cultural maintenance and tittle interest in 

having relation with others then Marginalimtion is defmed." (p.297). 

These strategies have been examined mainly in social adjustment of immigrants in 

different countries. For example. with regard to Iranian immigrants, a few studies examined the 

relationship between acculturation and different factors such as gender. age. mental health. ses 

d e s ,  and intimate relationships (Ghafarian, 1 987; Hanassab. 1 99 1 ). Ghafarian ( 1 987) found that 

Iranian men were more acculturated or assimilated into the host culture as defined by an 

acculturation scale than Iranian women. Hanassab (1  99 1) used the same scale of acculturation 

and found that it is correlated positively with the length of being away fiom Iran and negatively 

with the age of the immigrant at the time of ieaving Iran. However. research on the acculturation 

process of individual's cognition and affect hiis not received much attention. Particularly. the 

acculturation theory is usehl in undentanding changes in individuals' attitudes and attributions 

as the result of migrating to a new society. Wciner's theory of attributions is among the most 

widely accepted of the attribution theones. Weiner's t h e o ~  encompasses different aspects of 

attributions and discusses children's undentanding of their parents' attributions via their 

emotional reactions. However. a review of previous research on attribution theory particularly 

h m  cross-cultural reseanih point of view, suggests that there are a number of shortfalls in 

Weiner's fhnework. 



In cross-cultural studies on attribution, most researchers assume that academic success 

and failure have the same meanings to people fiom different cultures. However, cross-culnual 

investigaton have found that many terms are conceptualized differently for people h m  different 

cultures (Allison & Duda. 1982; Duda & Allison, 1989). Therefore, the first step in each cross- 

cultural study is establishing whether or not people from participant cultures define the concept 

of academic success and failure in the same way. 

As previously stated. most of the cross-cultural research on attribution has investigated 

the attributions of people from difTerent nationalities living in North-America. S o ~ e  other 

studies compared the attributions of people h m  different ethnicities living in different cultures. 

However, in order to examine the effect of acculhuation on attribution we need to compare one 

ethnic group living in their own culture, with the same ethnic group living in a host culture. 

Although several cross-cultural studies have investigated attributions of individuals fiom 

different ethnic backgrounds and/or living in different cultures, the questionnaires employed in 

this line of research have been developed based on North-American findings. For example, based 

on the findings obtained by research in North-American culture, ability, effort, task dificulty. 

and Iuck have been identitïed as the main attributions associated with achievement. 

Questiomaires or  surveys which use these criteria to examine the attributions of people h m  

other cultum, may force participants to choose attributions which do not apply to them (Vispoel 

& Austin, 1995). In view of this, selection of appropriate and relevant categories of attributions is 

vital for a cross-culnnal research on attributions. On the other hand, some procedures might not 
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eh& thr befiefs of peopte in m e  ctifmres. F o r  ownpfe, die remh of a study on achievement 

motivation by Tohidi (1 984) suggest that Iranian senior high-school students were not sensitive 

to projective cues of achievement motivation, while this measure is highly reliable in western 

culture (a=.93) (Tohidi, 1984). Therefore to identify people's attributions. a culturally sensitive 

and appropnate measure should be selected. Interviews in an informal setting, employing open- 

ended questions may enable the participants to reveal their genuine attributions, share their 

thoughts, and discuss hem in ternis of their experiences and culnirally meaningful events. 

Two main types of questions have been used in attribution research. General questions 

are the ones that ask about attributions from a broad perspective (e-g., what are the reasons for an 

individual's success?). The advantage of these types of questions is that since tney are not self- 

threatening, the participants' responses are more likely to be fiee fiom egotistical b i s .  Personal 

questions are the ones that ask about the respondent's attributions about hidher own child's 

performances or about hisher own performance. Although this type of question rnay result in a 

biased answer, it is more specific because the situation is more salient and less ambiguous to the 

individual. 

Attribution has been identified as a very important factor in people's everyday lives and 

their well-being. and is considered important both in clinicd and educational psychology (e.g., 

Brewin & Antaki, 1982; Dix. 1993; Dix & Grusec, 1985; Johnston & Patenaude, 1994; Weisz & 

Weiss, 1991). One of the areas in which attribution has received ample attention is achievement 

motivation. Research in this area overwhelmingly shows the important role of attribution in 

achievement (Chao, 1996; Du& & Allison, 1989; Evans, Craig, & Mietzel, 1993; Mizokawa & 
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Ryekmm, 1990, Ng, et al., 1945: Pilling & Ym, 1994; Tws, Zllnmer, & Ho, 1995; Vd&, 

1994; Yan & Gaier, 1994). Research also shows that both children's and adults' attributions play 

important roles in achievement outcome. These attributions are also affected by factors such as 

parents' emotional reactions to children's academic outcome. However, these fmdings are mainly 

validated in western cultures. 

Reviewing cross-cultural research on attribution reveals that most of the cross-cultural 

stuàies ignored these findings. and they have been done on immigrant populations living in 

American or European societies. This line of research has assumcd that the immigrant population 

is representative of the home country population (Mizokawa and Ryckman, 1990). However. 

findings from acculturation research suggest that because of the substantial changes taking place 

in immigrant population in different ways and to different degrees, immigrants differ from their 

counterparts residing in their home country (Beny. 1997). 

At the same time, another line of research focusing on acculturation indicates that 

people's beliefs and behavioun change as a result of acculturation (Berry & Sam. 1998). It also 

suggests that these changes are not necessarily in the direction of assimilation to the host culture, 

and that different groups of immigrants may adopt different strategies in adapting to the new 

culture. 

Exarnining attributions in the context of acculnuation is usehl for understanding how 

subtle changes in cognition. and its related emotions. might take place in immigrants such an 

examination rnay also dernonstrate the different outcomes of acculturation for different ethnic 

PUPS* 

nie  purpose of the present research program was to examine in one ethnic group parent 



children's attributions toward their academic outcornes, as a f i c t ion  of cross-cultural 

differences. The first study examined the effect of culture on Iranian parents' beliefs, and 

subsequent attributions toward children's academic success and fai lm. The second study, 

focused on Iranian children's attributions toward their own success and failure in cornparison 

with Iranian students who live in a western culture. The mothers and children came fiom the 

same h i l i e s .  The inclusion of different age-groups enabled me to refine this question by 

exarnining how developmental stages (age) interacted with the culniral effects. Finally the third 

study exarnined cultural differences with respect to mothers' emotional reactions to children's 

success and fait ure. 



CHAPTER THREE 

Study One: The Effects of Cultural Factors on Parents' Attributions 

Developrnent of Parental Belief 

The development of parental beliefs has received a lot of attention fiom different 

perspectives in the psychological Iiterature (Goodnow & Collins, 1990; Miller, 1988; Okagaki & 

Divecha, 1993). Okagaki and Divecha (1993) focused on the effects of environmentai context as 

one of the most important factors in the development of parental beliefs. They nviewed the 

research on factors existing outside the home (e.g., culture, socioeconomic stanis. work) and 

factors existing inside the home (e.g.. marital relationship, characteristirs of parents). In general. 

they found that one of the important factors influencing parental beliefs is access to new 

knowledge and ideas. With respect to parental beliefs and their effects on children's 

achievement, they reviewed research on national comparisons (e.g., cornparhg Japanese and 

American subjects) and ethnic comparisons (e.g., comparing Chinese-American, European- 

American, and American subjects). They concluded that parental beliefs play an important role in 

children's achievement. Specificdly. children of parents fiom cultures such as China or Japan. 

who emphasize the d e  of effort more than the role of o h x  factors such as ability. task 

difficulty, or luck. were more successful in school than children fiom other cultures. No research 

was rnentioned on culnval differences controlling for the effect of ethnic background. Lightfoot 

and Valsiner (1 993) studied the development of parental belief systems under varying social and 

cultural infiuences. They suggest that a society can affect parental beliefs in different ways, 

though this effect diffea depending on the individual's cognitive (beiief) system. In other words, 
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the parental belief system is the foundation for accepting or rejecting social suggestions. 

Parents' Attributions 

Parental involvement in children's educational and cognitive development is considered 

to be critically important (Reynolds, 1991 ). Research has shown that the quality of parental 

involvement is directly related to significant increases in student achievement (Chavkin, 1989). 

McGiliicuddy and Siegel (1 992) have sugpsted that it is parental beliefs which influence the 

extent of this involvement and are related to their children's social development. as well as to 

their cognitive developrnent and academic achievement. 

Sternberg (1 985) has argued that, since parents from different cultures define intelligence 

differently, they rnay have different perspectives about the notion of success and failure as  well. 

Accordingly, they rnay attribute achievement to different causes since the definition of success 

and failure is not the same for them. 

It has been established that parents from different ethnic backgrounds living in a single 

society, as well as those living in different societies. differ on various aspects of parenting 

(Triandis & Brislin. 1984). To understand what factors help Chinese-American students perform 

M e r  than other ethnic groups in the school. Chao ( 1  996) interuie~ved parents from Chinese and 

European backgrounds about their beliefs regarding their children's schooling. She found that 

Chinese parents place greater importance on the role of family in children's academic success. 

They have higher expectations and value education considerably more than do European 

rnothers. 

With respect to ethno-cultural differences, Stevenson and Lee (1990) have s h o w  that 



believe that the higher academic achievement of Asian students relates to their mothers' 

attributions. Asian parents emphasize the importance of the family's role and the teachers' role in 

children's academic achievement. 

It is not clear to what extent parents fiorn the sarne ethnic background living in different 

societies differ on their beliefs and attributions of children's acadernic achievement. Variations 

among parental beliefs and pnctice for people fiorn different ethnic backgrounds living in one 

country suggest that ethnic background is important in shaping parents' beliefs. The more recent 

view of culture is that it is dynamic and it changes as the result of interactions between 

individuais and their environment on daily basis (Segall. Lonner, & Berry, 1998). Taking this 

view when studying the belief system of immigrants Ieads us to hypothesize that when an 

individual immigrates to another culture, the interaction between the individual and the new 

environment may result in the creation of a new belief system. This new belief system may be 

different from the belief systems which are held by the host culture, other immigrant groups. and 

the home culture (Yukota-Adachi & Geva. 2000). 

This brief review of ethno-cultural effecü on parental beliefs indicates that ethnic 

backgrounds affect parental attitudes. It also shows that the combination of cultural and ethnic 

factors makes a difference in people's beliefs. Therefore. it is interesthg to study the nature of 

cultural facton independently of the influence of ethnic factors. In addition, it is useful to 

identfi the facton resulting from the interaction between the home and host cultures which 

influence parental belief systems about children's education. The present shidy was designed to 

overcome some of the methodological shortcomings of previous cross-culnual research in this 



20 
area. T'f~grhne theoreticaf hypotheses to the specific research questions is an important 

step in research. 

The present study focused on one ethnic group (Iranian), and compared the attributions of 

Iranian rnothers in Iran and in Canada in an effort to uncover the changes that rnay take place in 

the attribution system of immigrants about children's academic performance. as the result of the 

acculturation process. Although the number of Iranian immigrant farnilies in North America is 

increasing, an extensive review of the literature indicates that no studies have addressed this 

population in terms of their attitudes toward the education of their children and particularly their 

attributions about their children's academic achievement. This population is especially interesting 

to study as the structure of the educational system in Iran is different fiom the one in Canada in a 

number of ways. The combination of the following factors contributes to significant differences 

between Iranian and Canadian educational systems. Iran is a society with a centrdized, top- 

down educational system in which the Ministry of Education determines the policy and 

textbooks. Students in ail grades are examined three times a year on al1 the school subjects. 

Teaching religious values is a major part of the educational system. Ovenll. education bnngs 

pride and prestige and educated people are honored in Iranian society. In Canada. on the other 

hand, the educational system is less cennalized. Teachers play a more important role and have 

more power in terms of the development of course outiines and the curriculum for their own 

classes than teachers in Iran. Evaluation is based on a combination of class work, research 

projects, as well as exams. 

If the educational system in Canada is to address niccessfûlly the needs of various 

immigrant groups, it is important to know how people view academic success and failure. 



Furthermore, by asking parents generd as weiI as penonai questions about their attributions for 

school success and failure, the hope was that this study would be able to contribute to the 

development of a more refüied theory of the parental attnbution system, one that takes into 

account the acculturation process. 

This cross-cultural knowledge is important theoretically, as well as in tems of its 

potential for improving educational interventions. To examine acculturation process in Iranian 

immigrant mothers' beliefs and attributions the following questions were asked: 

1. How do Iranian and Iranian-Canadian mothers define the academic success and failure of their 

children? 

2. To what do mothers fiom the two different cultures ataibute their children's success and 

failure, both in response to genenl and to personal questions? 



Method 

Participants 

Seventy mothers were selected to participate in the study. While al1 subjects were of 

Iranian descent, one group of subjects was of mothers who were residing in Iran and the other 

group in Canada Only mothen whose children also consented were included in smdy one. (See 

study two for further details). The Iranian mothers were selected through their children's school. 

Two methods were employed to recmit Iranian-Canadian mothen. The fim was the so-called 

"snowball" approach, which involved approaching prospective subjects through introductions by 

niends and colleagues in the Iranian-Canadian community in Metropolitan Toronto. The second 

method involved recruiting subjects from the Toronto Farsi School (a weekend school which 

teaches Farsi language and culture) and a local mosque. In order to be included in the sarnple. 

both motherso and children's consents were needed. In Iran 5 1 families were approached. In 41 

cases both mothen and their age-appropriate children consented to take part in the study. In 

Canada, 33 families were approached. Two of these families did not meet the criteria (They did 

not have a high-school diploma from Iran.) and in two cases children did not agree to be 

intentiewed, Twenty-nine mothen and their age-appropriate children were m l h g  to participate 

in the study . 

At the time of the study, 41 mothen were residing in Iran (hereafter, referred to as Ifanian 

mothers) while 29 had immigrated to Canada at l e s t  five years before taking part in the midy 

(hereafter, referred to as Iranian-Canadian mothers). Al1 mothers had at minimum a high school 

dipiorna There were no significant differences in terms of education between the two groups. 
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Forty six percent o f  Iranian mothers had high-schooI diplomas and 54% had a univenity degree, 

whereas 41% of Iranian-Canadian mothers had high-school diplomas and 59% had a university 

degree. The rnothers had to have a child in grade 6,7, or 8 at the tirne of the interview to be 

included in the study. The range of residency in Canada for Iranian-Canadian mothers was 5 to I 1 

years, with average of 7 years (SD=1.54). 

Interviews 

Interviews were conducted either at the school (in the case of the Iranian subjects) or in 

the participant's home (in the case of the Iranian-Canadian subjects). Both settings were 

sufficiently quiet and private to allow for a fiee exchange regarding their beliefs. 

The interview (see appendix B) consisted of six open-ended questions aimed at 

addressing three main areas. ail involving educational attainment. Mothers were asked fint about 

their definitions of children's school success and failure. Then they were asked what they thought 

the reasons were for a child's success and failure (i.e.. their attributions). Lastly, they were asked 

about the reasons for their own child's success and failure at school. Al1 interviews, both in Iran 

and in Canada. were conducted in Persian. In Iran the interviews were conducted by hvo trained 

graduate students. In Canada. the researcher interviewed all participants. Interviews were taped 

and subsequently coded independently by the researcher and a graduate student of Iranian 

descent. The two coders listened to each interview and coded the responses to each question 

based on a developed set of criteria described below. The agreement between the two raten for 

both the f m  and the second themes of the i n t e ~ e w s  \vas 96%. 

Although al1 responses were coded. the fm one given by each participant with regard to 
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each of the six open-ended questions was considered fo be the most sdient, and aII subsequent 

analyses were performed on thût response. The rationde behind employing this coding strategy 

was that the range of possible attributions was not large. and the majority of the participants 

mentioned most factors. To uncover the subtle differences which result fiom acculturation and 

interaction with another culture, and to employ a consistent way for the inclusion of the most 

important response in the data set, a decision was made to consider the most salient attribution 

rather than al1 mentioned attributions. 

Coding Criteria for the First Tl~eme: Definitions of Academic Success and Failure 

The fint hvo questions of the intewiew asked for the respondents' definitions of 

academic success (question 1) and academic failure (question 2). The range of the answen was 

small and rather straightfonvard. When they defined success or failure they clearly referred to 

either a quantitative. measunble evaluation of success or failure i.e., marks or a qualitative 

evaiuation. Two types of qualitative definition of academic success or failure were noted: 

academic and non-academic. Therefore. three themes emerged from the responses to the fim two 

questions: "academic leaming". "markso'. and "non-academic learning". The response was coded 

as "academic leaming". when the respondents' responses focused on a qualitative evaiuation of 

academic leaming. For example. responses such as "my child is able to develop his or her 

creativity" or "helshe is able to wite a story/essay at W h e r  grade level or higher" were 

categorized as "acadernic leaming" indicative of success. A respoose such as " my child is not 

even able to write an essay at hidher grade levei" was classified as "academic learning" 

associated with failure. When the respondent referred to a quantitative rneasurable evaluation of 
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schoot mccen  and faifnre, the mswer was ptaced in the "marksm category, the second theme. For 

example, when the respondent referred to low marks as an indicator of academic failure and to 

high marks as an indicator of academic success, the answer fell clearly into the second category. 

"marks". The third possible category that emerged involved "non-academic learning". Here 

participants referred to social or moral accomplishment such as leadership, being involved in 

school clubs and sports, as an indicator of success, and being involved with youth gangs or 

taking dmgs as an indicator of failure. 

Coding Criteria for the Second Therne: Attributions 

Two types of coding were employed to code mothen' responses to the annbution related 

questions (questions 3-6). In the first type. the first salient theme given in response to each 

interview question was classified into one of ten categories based on the topics emerging fiom 

the interviews as well as those which have been indicated by previous research. The ten 

categories were: 

"ability0--the mibut ion kvas categorized as ability when a participant referred to facton 

such as mental ability and intelligence as the reason for niccess or failure; 

'effort"-the attribution sas categorized as effort when a participant referred to the child's 

effort as the reason for success or failure: 

"interest"-the attribution was categorized as interest when a participant referred to facton 

such as child's interest in school subjects; 

"school"-the attribution was categorized as school when a participant referred to factors 

related to the child's school such as the quality of the school; 



related to the child's teacher such as hidher teaching performance in class; 

"peersW-the attribution was categorized as peea when a participant referred to factors 

related to the child's fiends and p r s ;  

"familyW-the attribution was categorized as family when a participant referred to factors 

related to the child's family and home situation; 

bbpenistence"-the attribution was categrized as persistence when a participant referred to 

factors reIated to the chiId's consistent effort; 

"attentiveness"-the attribution was categorized as attentiveness when a participant 

referred to factors such as child's attention and carefbl listening to school subjects; 

"task difEcu1ty"-the attribution was categorized as task difficulty when a participant 

referred to factors such as academic task's level of difficulty. 

The second stage of coding employed was based on attribution theory; ten topics were 

classified the above into three dimensions: InternaVExtemd, ControllabIe/Uncontrollable, and 

Stable/Unstablc. Table 1 is a niatris showing how each of the ten topics was placed in rems of 

the second stage of coding (Vispoel & Austin. 1995; Weiner. 1986). Although parents in this 

research did not mention "Luck" as possible cause of academic success or failure. this attribution 

is included in Table 1 as well because it is one of the main factors in Weiner's theory of 

attribution. 



Table t 
Classification o f  parent-initiated attributions into the three dimensions of attribution theorv 

Stability Locus of Control 

r 

Stable Unstable 

Controllability 

Intemal 1 Extemal 1 Controllable 1 Uncontrollable 

Effort 

School 

Teacher 

Persistence ~ 
Attentiveness 

Luck 



The resuits section consists of three main parts. The fvst part deals with the differences 

between Iranian and Iranian-Canadian rnothsrs' definition of children's academic success and 

failure. The second part focuses on mothen' responses to questions about their general 

attributions of children's academic outcome. The third part deals with mothen' responses to the 

personal questions about aitributions with regard to their children's academic outcome. 

The Effect of Culture on Definitions of Success and Failure Bv Mothers 

Because the data are categoncal in nature, crosstab Chi-square tables were used to 

investigate Iranian mothers' and IranicinaCanadian rnothers' definitions of success and failure 

surmunding the three above-mentioned categories. namely "'academic learning". "marks". and 

"non-academic learning". The Bonferroni correction procedure was used to control for the effects 

of multiple tests. The level of significance for a was therefore decreased to pe.02. 

Figures 1 and 2 illustrate the percentage of Iranian and Iranian-Canadian rnothers who 

referred to each category of the definitions of success and failure. namely academic learning, 

marks, and non-academic learning. Each bar represents the percentage of mothers within each 

group whose definitions fell into one of the three categones. As is shown in Figures 1 and 2, 

most of the Iranian mothen' definitions of success (6 1%) and failure (76%) were based on the 

second theme. marks. This is a product-based definition where the outcome i.e.. high marks for 

success and low marks for failure, defme the outcornes of academic performance. On the other 

hand, man): of the Iranian-Canadian rnothers' definitions of success (72%) and failure (3 5%) 



mre 1. Percentage of Iranian rnothers. and of Iranian-Canadian mothers defining success in 
ternis of  thm critena: academic learning* marks. and non-academic learning. 
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Cieure 2. Percentage of Innian mothers, and of hian-Canadian mothers defining fidure in 
terms of three criteria: academic leaming. marks, and non-academic learning. 
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were baseà on the fmr theme, acadcmie iearnÎng, f i c h  is a pnx:ess-based perspective (e.g.. 

leaming and developing creativity). 

Although non-academic outcomes such as moral and social factors were mentioned by 

about 41% of Iranian-Canadian rnothers in their definition of failure and by about 14% of 

Iranian-Canadian rnothers in their definition of success. very few Iranian mothea mentioned 

non-academic outcome in their definitions. Instead, almost d l  of the Iranian mothers stressed 

academic outcomes, either academic leaming outcomes or marks as the primary critenon for 

their definition of schoot success and failtue. To determine whether the differences between the 

Iranian and Iranian-Canadian mothen' definitions were significant, Chi-square analyses were 

performed on their responses. The results showed that Iranian rnothers defined both success and 

failure differently fiom Iranian-Canadian mothen (x' 45.74. dFZ. p<.000 1. and $ =26.89. d+2. 

p<.0000 1 ; respectively ). 

The Effect Of Culture On Mothers' Attributions Of Academic Performance 

To investigate how cuIture influenced Iranian mothers' attribution of school success and 

failure, two types of questions were asked in the interviews: 

a. General auestions-queries about a hypothetical child (e.g., "In your opinion what are the 

reasons for k ing  a successfui student?"). 

b. Personal questions- queries about their own children (e.g., " When your child succeeds in 

school, what could the reason(s) be?"). 

The responses to these questions were coded basexi on the coding cnteria for attributions 

explallied in the method section (e-g., ability. effort, family). Analyses were done separately for 
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g e n d  and pmmd questions, arrd sqsaratety for academic mccess and faif ure. These analyses 

were conducted to examine whether there would be differences between Iranian mothers and 

IraniamCanadian mothers with regard to their attributions of academic success and failure. 

Mothers' responses to questions about their general attributions of children's academic 

outcornes. 

Figures 3 and 4 illustrate the percentages of the Iranian and of the Iranian-Canadian 

mothers' attributions of their children's success and failure in response to the general questions. 

Each bar represents the percentage of mothers within each group whose attributions fell into one 

of the categories of attributions (Le.. ability, effort, interest, school. teacher, peers. farnily. 

attentiveness, task. and penistence). These figures indicate that a high number of Iranian- 

Canadian modien mentioned family as the most important factor for nudents' success and 

failure (59% and 55%- respectively). At the sarne time, among al1 attributions, effort was the 

attribution with the highest frequency for Iranian mothers for both success (49%) and failure 

(29%). Other factors mentioned by Iranian mothers as contributing to failure were farnily, 

interest, teacher, school and attentiveness. while ability. school. teacher and family were 

considered to play a role in success. Some Iranian-Canadian mothee. on the other hand. 

mentioned low ability. lack of effort, attentiveness, and interest as facton affecting failure, while 

interest, ability, teacher, and being organized were considered important for success. Chi-square 

analyses compared the frequency of categories to test for differences between Iranian mothee 

and Iranian-Canadian mothers' attributions for success and failure. However. because of the 

relatively low number of participants and the hi& number of categones, the analysis did not 



rimire 3. Percentage of Iranian mothers, and of Iranian-Canadian mothers' attributions of their 
children's success in response to the generai questions. 

ability effon interest school family atten tiveness 

Categories for the attributions for success 

Figure 4. Percentage of hanian mothers. and of Iranian-Canadian mothers' attributions of their 
childrenf failure in response to the general questions. 
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1984). Therefore, the categories with the lowest fiequencies were dropped in a systematic 

marner, until no cells included expected values less than 1 and no more than 20% of the cells 

included expected values less than 5. This procedure was repeated for ail the analysis reported 

below which did not meet the assumptions of Chi-square. With regard to rnothers' general 

attributions of success and failure ce11 fiequencies with two response categories, effort and 

family, met the assurnptions of Chi-square. The Chi-square analysis involving "effort" and 

"family" indicated that the Iranian and Iranian-Canadian mothea were significantly different on 

their attributions of success and failure (x2 = 22.30. df= 1, p<.000 1 ; and ~ 1 8 . 0 5 ,  df= 1. p<.005. 

respectively). As can be seen in Figures 3 and 4, effort was the attribution with the highest 

fiequency for Iranian mothea while farnily was the attribution with the highest fiequency for 

Iranian-Canadian mothers. 

As noted in the method section. a second stage of analysis reclassified the attributions 

mentioned by parents into three categories. The attributions were coded based on the threr 

dimensions ouilinrd in Wriner's attribution theory (locus of control. controllability, and 

stability)(see Table 1 ). 

Six 2 X 2 Chi-square analyses were performed on the variables which results from the 

combination of attributions based on each of three dimensions: Locus of control (interna1 vs. 

extemal), Controllability (controllable vs. uncontroIlable), and Stability (stable vs. unstable) for 

success and failure separately. Assumptions of Chi-square were met for dl six analyses. Figures 

5a and Sb depicts the percentage of Iranian and IraniamCanadian mothers who attributed their 
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Wmre Sa gt Sb. Percentage of h i a n  mothers. andof hian-Canadian rnothersr attributions of 

success and failure in response to generai questions: locus of control dimension. 

intcrnal extemai 

Locus of controt dimension (attributions for success) 

interna1 externat 

Locus of controI dimension (attributions for failure) 
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children's success or failure to intemal vs. externai facton. As it can be seen in Figures 5a and 

Sb, compared with Iranian-Canadian mothers more Iranian mothers attribute their children's 

success and failure to intemal factors, whereas more Iranian-Canadian than Iranian mothers 

attnbuted their children's success and failure to extemal factors. However, 

the results of Chi-square analyses indicate that only the group differences with regard to success 

is significant (X' =6.7 1, d e l ,  p<.0 1). 

Figures 6a and 6b depicts the percentage of Iranian and Iranian-Canadian mothers who 

attributed their children's success or failure to controllable vs. uncontrollable factors. As it can be 

seen in Figures 6a and 6b. compared with Iranian-Canadian mothm more Iranian mothen 

attributed their children's success and failure to controilable factors, whereas more Iranian- 

Canadian than Iranian mothers attribute their children's success and failure to mcontrollable 

factors. The results of Chi-square analyses were significant for both success and failure: (x' 

=6.10, del, p<.02; x' =5.60. df= 1. pc.02. respectively). 

With respect to the stability dimension. Figures 7a and 7b depicts the percentage of 

Iranian and Iranian-Canadian mothers who attributed their children's success or failrtre to stable 

vs. unstable facton. Chi-square analyses indicated that both success and failure vme more 

fkquently attributed to unstable factors by Iranian mothen than Iranian-Canadian mothers, and 

more fkquently attributed to stable factors than to unstable facton by Iranian-Canadian mothers 

(x2=6. 10, df= 1, pc.02; x2 =5.60. df= 1, p<.02, respectively). 
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Figure 6a & 6b. Percentape of Iranian mothers. and of Iranian-Canadian mothen' attributions of 

success and fdure  in respanse to general questions: conmllability dimension. 

controllable uncontrollable controllable uncontrollable 
Contollability dimension (attributions for success) Contollability dimerision (attributions for failure) 

Fimire 7a & 7b. Pementage of Iranian mothers, and of Iranian-Canadian mothen' attributions of 
success and failure in response to generai questions: stability dimension. 

stable unstable 
Stability dimension (attributions for success) 

stable unstable 

Stability dimension (attributions for failure) 



Mothers' responses to questions about their attributions of  their chïIdren's academic 

outcornes. 

Figures 8 and 9 illustrate the percentage of Iranian and Iranian-Canadian mothers who 

referred to one of the categories of attributions of success or failure in response to personal 

questions involving their own children. The majority of Iranian mothers attributed both their own 

children's success and their children's failure to effort. Non-attentiveness was a factor in failure 

mentioned by about 20% of the Iranian mothes. Many more Iranian-Canadian mothen (59%) 

attributed failure to non-attentiveness; the other 41% mentioned one of the following factors: 

effort, ability. interest, teacher and family. The most fiequent categories that emerged when 

mothers were asked to reflect on their attribution to academic success and failvre with regard to 

their own children did not mimic those noted for the general questions (compare with Figures 3 

and 4). A similar procedure to the one described with regard to the analyses of the general 

questions was used to analyze rnothers' responses to the personal questions. In order to meet the 

assumptions of Chi-square analyses. the low frequent categories were dropped systematically 

from the analyses until the assumptions were met. Effort and ability were the most frequent 

attributions for success and effort and attentiveness were the moa frequent attributions for 

failure. Chi-square analyses with the high frequent factors revealed significant group differences 

in the case of attribution of success (x2 -8.39, d e l ,  pc.005) and failure (x2 =8.68, d e l ,  p<.005). 

To avoid multiple testing. no further analyses were performed on mothers' personal attributions 

with respect to the dimensions of attributions. 
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Fimire 8. Percentage of Iranian mothers. and of Iranian-Canadian mothers' attributions of their 

children's success in response to the penonal questions. 

ability effort intetest tacher family attcntivtncss 
Cateirories for the attributions for success 

Fimre 9. Percenrap of Iranian rnothen, and of iranian-Canadian mothers' attributions of their 
children's failure in response to the penonal questions. 
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Discussion 

This study compared Iranian mothers who reside in Iran with Iranian mothers residing in 

Canada. Two questions were examined: (a) how these groups defined their children's success 

and failure; and (b) to what they tended to attribute their children's academic outcomes. The 

fmdings will be discussed around two complernentary theoretical frameworks. acculturation and 

attribution theory. The results will be illustrated with qualitative information from the interviews. 

Mothers' Definitions of Success and Failure 

This study has show clearly that parents from different cultures tended to define 

academic success and failure differently. These findings were consistent with provious research 

(Maehr & Nicholls, 1 980: Allison, 1982; Allison & Duda, 1982; Duda. 1986). While most 

Iranian mothers stressed high marks as a good indicator of their children's academic success, 

1rda.n-canadian mothen were more likely to emphasize '-academic leaniing" as an important 

sign of school success. In their elabontion of "academic leming" during the interviews Iranian- 

Canadian mothen mentioned their children's ability to consider scientific and social issues and 

analyze hem critically. They also mentioned the ability to create something new out of given 

information as an indicator of their children's success. As an example, they mentioned science 

and social projects in which they were able to see their chikiren's ability to create products 

beyond the mothers' espectations. ïhey also acknowledged that they used to think in the past 

that grades were good indicaton of their children's success. and that was important in Iran since 

it was the first step on the ladder of academic success. After coming to Canada they carne to 
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realize that leaming is more than mernorizhg without being abIe to use what the children have 

learned. What they added. though. was that it is very hard to judge children's success in Canada. 

They indicated that in the period shortly d e r  they immigrateci, it was even harder than at the 

present to monitor children's success because they were puPled and confused by the divergence 

in evaluation of academic performances in Ontario. After a few years and more expenence with 

the Canadian school system they have gradually learned how to monitor their children's success 

by revising their evaluation stratepies. Iranian mothen. on the other hand, believed that. based on 

their experiences, children who get p o d  marks in school are more likely to pass the entry exarns 

for the univenities. In other words, for lranian mothers good marks are clear and unequivocal 

indicators not only of chikiren's immediate success, but good predictos of their long-term 

academic success as well. This focus on grades is understandable in light of the desire of these 

middle-class Iranian mothers for their children to main higher education in a society where 

passing the university entry exam is very competitive and difficult. 

The two groups. Iranian and Iranian-Canadian mothen, d so  differed on their definition of 

academic failure. Most Iranian mothers again mentioned low marks as an indicator for their 

children's failure. In fact. Iranian mothers' definitions of failure were based on similar criteria to 

the ones they gave for success. Only a small group of Iranian mothers defined their children's 

failun by cntena related to academic leaming. This small group mainly believed that marks and 

tests are not good indicaton of their children's leaming. They thought that a better way was to 

judge children's school failure througi other indices of children's knowledge in mathematics or 

English. such as how students approach a problem in mathematics or whether they were able to 

read an English book or speak English. 
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In the case of  Iranian-Canadian mothen the defihïtlon o f  faim was prùnariiy non- 

academically oriented. This group rnentioned the importance of social and moral issues and 

considered their children as failing when they got involved in antisocial. immoral behavior. They 

believed that this was a cmcial issue. which cannot be rectified easily. They thought children 

wouid have time to learn academic subjects later in their lives, but if they failed to develop social 

and moral values they would not be able to learn anything in the friture. When they were 

prompted to be more specific as to what they meant by social and moral failure. mothers 

mentioned involvement in gangs, drugs, and association with unsuitable fkiends and marginal 

groups. as the real indicatos of school failure. Interestingly, non-academic leaming is not a 

concem for Iranian mothers in terms of their children's school success and failure. This could be 

because mothers in Iran consider the school's role primarily as an academic one, and because 

these parents' expectations are more oriented to academic issues. They also believed that 

primady family and society are responsible for providing social and moral guidance for 

chikiren. 

In sum. from a cultural point of viçw. definitions of both success and failure by Iranian 

and Iranian-Canadian mothers were qualitatively different. Most Iranian mothers defined 

acadernic outcomes quantitatively. emphasizing product-based, measurable evaluation of marks. 

Iranian-Canadian mothers' definitions were more qualitative and process-based. Although both 

groups were fiom the same ethnic background, and the Iranian-Canadian mothers were fiat 

generation immigrants. major differences were observed in how they viewed school success and 

faiiure. These differences can be attributed to cultural and environmentai factors. Major changes 

take place in people as a result of acculturation, and it is evident that beliefs are not static but 
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dynamîc in nature. Feopk rnay change their attitudes as a resuit of interaction with the society 

and culture. This process may be life-long, even though the intensity and Pace of change rnay be 

different at different developrnental stages. 

The qualitative di fferences between Iranian and Iranian-Canadian mothen with respect to 

their definition of school success and failure may be attributed to the different social and 

educational systems in Iran and in Canada. In Canada, people have more individual freedom and 

this is one of the reasons that many choose to live here. However, this freedom seems to become 

a problem for parents when it cornes to their children. The differences in the social systems rnay 

be the reason why Iranian-Canadian parents feel that they have less control over their children 

and their children's behaviour. From an immigrant parent's perspective because the society is 

less homogeneous. and their children rnay be exposed to social forces such as drugs and gangs 

from which they are shielded in Iran. Even though drug-use is also a major social issue in Iran, 

parents do not seem to be concemed that it rnay occur at junior high school. This might be 

because in Iran parents of teenagers have relativeIy more power in monitoring what their children 

do, compared with Iranian-Canadian parents. Conversely. in Canada teenagers are more 

independent and parents have less power to monitor their children. This is of more concem for 

immigrant parents because they are not empowered with parenting strategies appropriate for 

western culture and at the sarne time their old strategies rnay not be as useful anyrnore and 

someîïmes rnay even "backfire". This was rnentioned by a number of parents, some of whom had 

tried to use their "old" discipline strategies and to be controllhg parents. 

Such fundamental differences in people's defuitions of acadernic outcome might affect 
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their attrïibutions. ïhere fore. wftiiout c o n s i d e ~ g  how people fiom fiEeerent cuitures view schooi 

success and failure, their attributions to the same or different factors cannot be Mly undernood. 

When one studies attributions to a panicular factor (e.g., ability), if the definitions of success or 

failure is not the same across cultures it is hard to understand what is being attributed to that 

factor. If the attributions are different across cultures. one contributing factor to crosstultural 

differences in attribution might be that the base concepts are defmed differently. An important 

aspect for understanding cultural differences in attributions is to inquire how people fiom 

different cultures understand or define school outcornes. This conclusion is in line with Allison 

and Duda (1982). Duda and Allison (1989). Based on their review of the research and the 

fmdings from their own research Duda and Allison (1989). these researchen concluded that the 

concepts of success and failure are culturally based. Results of the present study extended this 

conclusion to people who corne from the same ethnic background. Duda and Allison (1989) 

point out that causal attributions may also Vary depending on the concepts of success and failure. 

In the following section 1 discuss cultural differences in causal attributions in the context of 

cultural concepts of success and failure. 

Mothers' Attributions of Children's School Success and Failure 

The results revealed thût the Iranian and Iranian-Canadian parents differed in their 

attributions of success and failure. Most Iranian mothers attributed their children's success to 

effort, and failure to lack of effort. On the other hand, most Lranian-Canadian mothers identified 

Yamily" as the p r i m q  reason for a child's success and also for a child's failure. Farnily was a 

crucial factor for mon of the Iranian-Canadian mothen. though what they mean by fmily may 



impact on children's success and failure: whether or not parents are really concemed with their 

children's academic success and failure; whether parents are aware of their children's rights and 

are persistent in gening the schools to provide their children with the services that they need; 

whether parents have high academic expectations; whether they are able to send their children to 

highqudity schools; whether they are in a satisfactory and stable financiai condition; and 

whether they are able to provide a warm and stable home for their children. 

Further prompts and discussion around this topic indicated that most Iranian-Canadian 

parents feel powerless in terms of their control of societal factors. While they do not fuily 

understand how the Canadian school system serves their children, they feel that they can exert 

control over areas in which they feel knowledgeable such as family and hcme factors. However. 

when it cornes to school failure. Iranian-Canadian parents pointed out the challenges faced by an 

immigrant fmily and rnentioned how difficult it is to be a supportive and stable family in a new 

society. Issues such as cultural adjustment. language. job, and financial problems were the ones 

most fiequently mentioned. "Adapting to the new culture is challenging for parents in different 

ways", was a fiequent refrain. 

The other probiem mentioned by parents was the inability to help and monitor children 

with their schoolwork because of cultural and language barriers. One parent said that, "In Iran 

parents are able to help their children in al1 the school subjects; here most parents do not have 

enough knowledge to help their children on some of the subjects, that's why some children fail". 

Parents also mentioned the differences between the educational system in Iran and in Canada as 

another barrier. Parents feel that these challenges prevent them from being a supportive family 



an& that is why some cfuidren fail. 

Another issue, which was pointed out by Iranian-Canadian parem. was that the 

educational system and the schools do not encourage children's high achievement. According to 

some of these parents this lack of encouraoernent cornes fiom too much individual fieedom very 

early on. The value placed on individuality and pursuing on student's interests. is interpreted by 

some mothen as meaning that western society is giving the snidents the message that it is their 

choice to be educated or not, and that it is acceptable if they choose not to pursue post secondary 

education. A similar argument was made in another study which focused on Japanese-Canadian 

rnothers (Yokota-Adac hi & Geva, 1 999). 

Other parents mentioned that this lack of encouragement comes f i ~ m  the reality of a 

capitalist culture in which the society needs simple worken and fewer professionals. One parent 

explaineci that "The simple worken usually corne fiom iower SES families, dominantly 

minorities; and professionals ofien corne fiorn hi& SES families. who can afford to go to private 

schools". Parents also believe that unless parents show their concem and demand services. 

schools are not payine a lot of attention to students and their needs. They added that there are 

qualitative differences among schools in ternis of education and culture. Some schools 

experience more social and discipline problems. and consequently pay less attention to the 

quality of education. This is why it is the parents' responsibility to investigate the quality of 

schools and move to areas close to schools with a higher quality of education and a lower 

number of antisocial problems. 

The findings of the present study are consistent with previous research (Chao, 1996; 

Stevenson & Lee, 1990) which suggests that attribution to family is very important for a number 
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of immigrant groups. Both Chao (1996) and Stevenson and Lee (1990) found that farnily is an 

important attribution for immigrants of Asian background. Ng, et al.. ( 1995) have also found that 

Singaporeans amibute school outcome to farnily more than New Zealanders. Although fanily is 

considered an extemal factor in attribution theory, the degree of locus of control might not be the 

same across cultures. For example, Ng and his colleagues (1995) found that both Singaporeans 

and New Zealanden consider family as a somewhat extemal factor on a locus of control 

continuum scale. however, it was rated as much less extemal than factors such as task diffculty 

and luck. Considering that students nted family as only rnoderately extemal factor in academic 

outcome, it can be assumed that if the parents were the raten. this factor might not be rated as an 

extemai attribution at all. In particular, this may be more expected in the collectivist cultures in 

which children's academic success brings the family pride, as compared to individualistic 

cultures. Cultural differences with regard to where family is placed on a locus of control scale 

should be investigated further in hiture research. 

Since according to attribution theory the attribution of success and failure to extemal 

factors is not heaithy. it is particularly important to examine if attribution to family is considered 

as an external attribution across cultures. The extent to which family is considered to be an 

extemal attribution might differ both within culture and between cultures. When parents refer to 

farnily situations in which they feel control is detemined by societal factor (such as socio- 

political facton). family c m  be placed on the extemal side of the spectrum. When referring to 

factors that parents feel they have control over (such as king wam and supportive parents). 

farnily can be placed on intemal side of the spectnim. Therefore. it is not accurate to consider 

attributions to factors such as farnily as being exclusively an intemal or an external amibution. 
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However, attniution theory ignores famiy when ibentifjhg the main attnïutions. in 

addition, attribution theory does not address factors such as interest and attentiveness which were 

mentioned by several parents. 

Attentiveness is a particularly interesting phenornenon. It has a different meaning and 

connotation for parents of Iranian descent as compared to parents from North-Amencan 

countries. When Iranian parents mention non-attentiveness, they are referring to children not 

attending to the instruction because of being playfûl. They do not see it as a disorder to be 

treated. Nor do they see it as a result of teaching stratesies such as long lectures. It  does not have 

a negative connotation and this is why attentiveness was mentioned as a cause of failure in 

response to personal questions. 

With respect to acculturation strategies (Berry & Sam, 1997) it seems that Iranian- 

Canadian mothers do not attribute their children's success and failure to effort to the same extent 

as their counterparts in Inn. Nor do they attribute success and failure to ability or effort in a 

rnanner similar to their coumerparts in the western culture. In fact Iranian-Canadian mothen 

attribute academic outcome to a factor that is different from the one preferred by Iranian mothers. 

or the one preferred by Western mothen. That is. they do not make attributions which are similar 

to the host culture. and which would be a sign of assimilation. nor do they maintain the typicai 

attribution of their home culture. which could be interpreted, to use Berry's ( 1997) terminology, 

as a separation strategy. Changes in attributions have taken place among Iranians who have 

immigrated to Canada but they do not indicate assimilation into the hon cuiture. 

Overail. it seems that the changes in Iranian immigrant mothers cannot be explained by 

the acculturation strategies suggested by Berry ( 1997). This might be because these strategies are 
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addiùve by definition; one would choose or reject either the old set ofbeIiefi or the new sets of 

beliefs or both. However. the present findings suggest that a new set of beliefs rnay evolve as a 

resuit of the contact between the old set of beliefs and those of more typical of the host country. 

Regardless of the problems which were discussed with regard to the categorization of 

each attribution (e.g., fmily) in a dichotomous manner (e.g.. stable vs. unstable), attributions 

made by mothers were also re-coded to the dimensions introduced by attribution theory in terms 

of locus of control, stability, and controllability (Table 1). This was done to investigate cultural 

difference in attribution at a more general level (e.g., locus of control). Cultural differences were 

observed in most of these areas. Iranian-Canadian mothers attributed failure to uncontrollable 

and stable factors more often than Iranian mothers. Iranian mothers attributed failure to unstable 

and controllable factors more often than Iranian-Canadian mothers. When it cornes to success. 

Iranian-Canadians attribute it more often to extemal, uncontrollable, and stable factors. 

Conversely, Iranian mothers are more likely to attribute success to internai, controllable, and 

unstable factors than Iranian-Canadian mothers. When mothers' attributions were divided into 

dichotomous categories (interna1 vs. extemal. controllable vs. uncontrollabie. and stable vs. 

unstable). it indicates that Iranian immigrant parents adopt. what would in Western thought be 

considered unhealthy attributions with regard to their children's academic performance. Based on 

these categorization. immigrant mothers attribute more often to extemal, and uncontrollable 

factors in the case of success. and to uncontrollable and stable factors in the case of failure. 

However, this interpretation is mie only if we consider family as an extemal, stable, and 

uncontrollable factor. Fmily is a complicated factor in terms of the degree of locus of control, 

controllability. and stability. especially when it cornes to parents' attributions. The data clearly 
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indicates that the dichotomous categories of attrhtion dimensions are not appropriate for 

Iranian immigrants. Research has s h o w  that family is an important attribution for immigrant 

groups, particularly those of Asian background. The curent research brought to the surface a 

more complete and rnulti-faceted meaning of "family" as an attribution of school success and 

failure. However, the degree of locus of control, stability, and controllability for these groups 

remains unknown. Funher research may serve to enlighten us on this aspect of attributions. 

This chapter focused on mothen' attitudes and attributions fkom a cross-cultural 

perspective. However. parents and children differ in ways which may affect their attribution of 

children's achievement. First, parents. as observers play a different role fiom children as actors 

(Jones & Nisbett, 1972). Second, parents and children are fkom different generations and 

developmental stages, and this rnay lead to differences in their attributions. It would seem 

inevitable that the changes raking place in children's attitudes and attributions as the result of 

acculturation indicate a different path cornpared to their parents. In the nen chapter, children's 

attributions about their school success and failure will be examined in terms of cultural 

differences. 



Study Two: The Effects of Cultural Factors on Chîldren's Beliefs and Attributions 

Children's attributions 

One major issue conceming the effects of cultural factors on children's beliefs and 

attributions is the child's developmental stage. Since developmental stage may interact with 

cultural facton, it should be considered when studying the influence of cultural effects on 

children's attributions. 

Previous researcb on the development of children's causal attributions revealed that as 

children become older. they tend to use more intemal attribution and less extemal attribution 

(Sherman, 1984; Little, 1985; Clemence & Aymard, 1996). Clemence and Ayniard (1 996) 

investigated children's development of attributions based on Weiner's four main facton. using 

two different types of questionnaires. They found that regardless of the types of questions. older 

children tend to mention more intemal attributions in explaining their academic success and 

failure, than their younger counterparts. 

Researchen disagree with regard to the ways in which development impacts children's 

attributions. For exarnple. Thorkildsen and Nicholls (1998) suggest that the concepts of ability. 

effort, task dificulty, and luck might be hard for young children to understand, and that young 

children see these attributions as interchangeable concepts. Kurtz-Costes and Schneider (1 994). 

on the other hand, believe that the Iack of vdid and reliable measures on achievement attribution 

for young children is the reason for these controvenies. In a longitudinal study, Kurtz-Costes and 

Schneider (1 994) found that the attributions of children changed significantly between the ages 
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school students. They took into consideration methodological problems identified in previous 

midies by using a limited number of attribution factors. They aiso increased the number of main 

attributions fiom four factors (ability, effort, task difficulty, and luck) to eight, by adding 

strategy, interest, family. and teacher to the list. Overall, regardless of subject domains, students 

attributed success to the following factors (fiom most fiequent to Ieast fiequent factors, 

respectively): effort. interest. teacher infi uence. ability, task dificulty, strategy, family influence. 

and luck. In terms of the attribution of failure. attributions were ranked in the following order: 

interest, task dificulty, strategy, effort. ability, luck, teacher influence, and family influence. The 

most fiequent attributions mentioned by participants in the case of failure were interest and task 

difficulty. Although the participants mentioned effort most frequently in their attribution of 

success. interest and teacher influence came up quite often as well. Results of this study suggest 

that junior-high school children's attributions of school success and failure are not limited to the 

four main attributions suggested by Weiner's theory. 

Ng. et al., (1 995) investigated different aspects of attribution throry among New Zealand 

and Singaporean college students. By adopting both fiee-response and stmctured questionnaires 

the researchen were able to note that although there are similarities in students' responses to 

both questionnaire types, some differences were found. For example, although attributions of 

success to effort were ranked the highest in response to both questionnaires by individuais in 

both cultural groups. the attribution to ability and luck was ranked differently in response to both 

questionnaires by Singaporean students. On the fiee response questionnaire. Singaporean 

stuclents attributed success more to luck (ranked the second highest afier effort) than to ability, 



With respect to cultural differences, the two groups differed on their attributions to mood. 

examination skills, luck, God, and family. Finally, family was found to be a more important 

factor for Singaporeans than for New Zealanders. The authors explained that group differences 

on attribution to family is consistent with the cultural characteristics of Singapore where the 

important role of fmily is ernphasized, and where children's academic achievement brings pride 

to the family. The results regarding the dimensions of Iocus of control revealed that the concept 

of family appeared to be rnuch less extemal than task difficulty. These results suggest that the 

degree of locus of control for each attribution is not universal and is culture-dependent. 

Valencia (1 994) conducted research on the anributions of high achieving Mexican- 

American senior univenity students. Rather than employing Weiner's four attributions, Valencia 

identified five academic attributes and five motivational variables based on a review of the 

literature related to high-achieven. The results showed that Mexican-American students believe 

that "persistence". "responsibility" and "attentiveness" play a more important role than 

"concentration" and "scholarly inquisitiveness" for their success. 

In another cross-cultural study, Hewstone. Wagner, and Machleit, (1 988) compared the 

attribution pattern of Geman students to that of Turkish students living in Gemany. They found 

no significant main effect for ethnic background. However, there was a significant main effect 

for outcome (success vs. failure) and significant interaction between outcome and ethnic 

background. In general, Turkish students attributed failure to low ability more ofien and to luck 

l e s  oflen, than German students. 

in sum. research on the effect of culture on children's attributions is complicated and the 
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resufts have been controversial. Reviewing cuffud studies on chiidken's attrïïution reveais that 

in most cross-cultural research on attribution only four factors, ability, effort, task difficulty and 

luck, have been considered as important. As a result, when Whitley and Frieze (1 985) conducted 

a meta-analysis on children's attributions for success and failure in the context of achievement. 

they included only those 25 articles which investigated the attributions related to these four 

factors (effort, ability, task dificulty, and luck). Two threats to the extemal validity of findings 

concerning children's attributions resulted from the use of this selection critenon in the meta- 

anaiysis. Fim. most studies wen  conducted in western cultures. Second, they used a framework 

and measurement instruments which emeqed from North American culture to undentand the 

attribution pattern in other cultures. This led them to the invalid conclusion that the four main 

attributions are. indeed, ability. effort, task difficulty. and luck. 

Lack of clarity may arise also as a result of the children's developmental stage and lack of 

consistency in the age range targeted. Studies of chkiren's attributions have included children 

who range in age from ekmentary scliool and sometimes even younger. to college students. The 

effects of cultural factors rnay be different for different age groups sincr the process of 

socialization is different at different developmental levels. 

The study reported in this chapter investigated the effects of cultural factors on children's 

beliefs and attributions arnong junior high-school -dents, controlling for factors related to 

ethnic background. This approach may contribute to the study of the acculturation process in 

youngsters. The decision to focus on junior high school students living in Canada or Iran was 

based on the rationale that with an older gmup it would be harder to control for the effects of 

school expenence in the home culhue. A younger group was not chosen since research suggests 
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that they may not understand the concepts andlor that they tend to change their attributions when 

they become older (Km-Costes & Schneider. 1994: Thorkildsen & Nicholls, 1998). Iranian and 

Iranian-Canadian students were compared on their beliefs and attributions about academic 

niccess and failure. utilizing semi-stnictured interviews. The following two research questions 

were addressed: 

1. What is the definition of academic success and failure for Iranian and Iranian-Canadian 

children? 

2. To what do children in each of these two cultures attribute their own success and failure? 



Subiect selection 

Iranian students. The selection process for Iranian students was two-fold. The fint step 

involved selecting Iranian junior-high school students h m  four schools (two boyssnly schools and 

two girls-only schools) located in middle-class areas of Shiraz, a city in southwest Iran. Sixty 

subjects, 20 nom each of grades 6.7 and 8 were selected. The second step involved ascertainhg the 

parents' level of education from files provided by the schools. The children whose parents did not 

have at minimum a high school diploma were dropped fiom the study. As a result of employing this 

selection cnterion, 9 of the original 60 students were excluded nom the study. The parents of the 

remaining 5 1 students were called and asked to participate in the study. In those cases where both 

mothers and children consented to the children's participation, the interview sessions were set up 

at the chiId's school. Following these procedures 4 1 students (20 male and 2 1 female) participated 

in the study . 

Iranian-Canadian students. The process for seiecting the Iranian-Canadian participants 

differed fiom that of the Iranian participants. Two methods for selecting subjects were employed. 

The fiat was the "snowball" approach which involved approaching prospective subjects through 

introductions made by fnends and colleagues in the Iranian comrnunity living in Toronto. The 

second method involved recruiting subjects fiom the Toronto Farsi School (a heritage school) 

and fiom a local rnosque. As was the case for the Iranian sample, only students whose parents 

held at minimum a hi& school diploma (fiom Iran), were considered for the study. As well. at 



(grades 6,7, or 8). All participants had to have at least five years residency in Canada to be 

included in the study. Twenty-nine students (13 male and 16 female) participated in the study. 

One way ANOVA revealed that the groups were not significantly different with respect to age. 

The average age for Iranian students and Iranian-Canadian students were 1 53 and 156 months. 

nspectively. The range of number of years of residency in Canada was 5-1 1 years with an 

average of 7 years of  residency (SD=1.54) at the tirne of data collection. 

Procedure 

The participants in this study are fiom the same family as participants of the fim study. 

Upon agreeing to participate in the study. mothen (both Iranian and iranian-Canadian) were 

asked to complete a demographic questionnaire (see Appendix A). The questionnaire was aimed 

at ascertainhg the level of parents' education and job, the number and gender of children in the 

family, and the length of residency in Canada (in the case of Iranian-Canadian participants). 

Afier the questionnaire was completed. children were interviewed using a semi-structured 

approach. Depending on the lenpth of the participant's answen this interview lasted 

approximately 40 minutes. 

The interview procedure was identical for both Iranian and Iranian-Canadian students, 

with the exception that in the case of the Iranian subjects, the interviews in Iran were conducted 

by one of two trained graduate stuclents in Iran, whereas in the case of the Iranian-Canadian 

abjects, the interviews were conducted by the researcher. 

The intewiew questions and coding procedure were the same for the mothea in the first 



57 
midy and for the children in the current study. For a detailed explmation of the interview and 

coding procedure refer to the method section in study one. The agreement between the two raten 

for both the first and the second themes of the interviews (Le.. definitions and attributions) was 

92%. 



The results section consists of three main parts. The first part deals with the difierences 

between Iranian and Iranian-Canadian students' definition of their academic success and failure. 

The second part focuses on students' responses to questions about their general attributions of 

their academic outcome. The third part deals with students' responses to the penonal questions 

about attributions with regard to their own academic outcome. 

Students' definitions of success and failure 

The students were asked the same questions as their mothers (for m m  details refer to 

method section in Chapter three). Because the data are categorical in nature. crosstab Chi-square 

tables were used to investigate Iranian students' and Iranian-Canadian students' definitions of 

success and failure surrounding the t h e  categories, narnel y "academic learning", "marks", and 

"non-academic learning". The Bonfenoni correction procedure was used to control for the eflects 

of multiple tests. The level of significance for a was. therefore. decreased to p<.02. 

Figures 10 and 1 1 illustrate the percentage of Iranian and Iranian-Canadian children who 

referred to each category of the definitions of success and failure. narnely academic learning, 

marks, and non-academic learning. Each bar represents the percentage of students within each 

group whose definitions fell into one of the three categories. As is s h o w  in Figures 10 and 1 1. 

most Iranian students defined both success and failure according to product-based conceptions 

such as marks (68% and 76%, respectively). However, Iranian-Canadian students tended to 

defme success fiom a pmcess-based perspective, referred to here as academic Leaming (e.g., 
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Fimire - 10. Percentage of Iranian students. and of Iranian-Canadian smdenrs defining niccess in 

tems of three criteria: academic learning, marks, and non-academic learning. 

I Iranian 
1 Iranian-Canadian 

Academic LAYning Marks Non-Acadcmic Levning 
Citegories of the definition of success 

F i a r e  11. Percentage of Iranian students, and of Iranian-Candian students defining failure in 
t e m s  of three cnteria: acadernic Ieaming, marks, and non-academic learning. 

I Iranian 
a Iranian-Canadian 

Acadcmic m n g  Maries 
Cateeorks for the defmition of failure 



doing well when working on projects). Mcieover, unlike Iranian children, Iranian-Canadian 

students' definitions of failure were categorized almosr equally into one of the three categones: 

academic leaming, marks, and non-academic leaming (e.g., involvement in gangs and dnigs). 

To determice if significant diflerences existed between the Iranian and Iranian-Canadian 

c h i l k n ,  Chi-square analyses were perfonned on the response frequencies. The results showed 

that the Iranian students defined both success and failure differently fiom Iranian-Canadian 

students (x' = 12-37, de2.  p<.OO2: x' = 12.60, d e 2 ,  p<.002,  respective!^). 

Cultural Effects On Students' Attribution 

To investigate how culture influenced Iranian students' attribution of school success and 

failure, two types of questions were asked in the interviews: 

a. General questions-quenes about a hypothetical student (e.g., "In your opinion what are 

the reasons for being a successful student?"). 

b. Personal questions- queries about their own success or failure (e.g.. "When you succeed 

in school, what could the reason(s) be?"). 

The responses to these questions were coded based on the categories explained in the 

rnedrod section of Sm* one (abiiity. effort. and so on). Analyses w r e  done separately for 

general and personal questions, and separately for academic success and failure. These analyses 

were conducted to compare Iranian students' attributions with those of Iranian-Canadian midents 

in different situations, general vs. personai questions and academic success vs. academic failm. 
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Fiare 12. Percentage of Iranian students. and of Iranian-Canadian students' attributions of heù 
success in response to the general questions. 

ability effort interest school family attentivcness persistance 
Categories for the attributions for success 

Fimire1 3. Percentage of Iranian students. and of Iranian-Canadian students' attributions of their 
failure in response to the general questions. 

I a Iranian 
 rania an-  ana di an I 

abiüty cff' inte- kdxr Pcas famiIy attentivtncss persistance 
Categories for the attributions for failuce 



Students' responses to auestions about their generd attributions of academic outcornes. 

Figures 12 and 1 3 illustrate the percentage of Iranian and Iranian-Canadian students' 

attributions of their success and failure in response to the general questions. Each bar represents 

the percentage of students within each group whose attributions fell into one of the categories of 

attributions. These figures indicate that while the majority of Iranian students amibuted success 

to effort (59%). Iranian-Canadian students mentioned interest (38%)' effort (35%), or ability 

(24%). Other Iranian students mentioned school(12%), family (7%), persistence (7%). and 

attentiveness (7%) as important factors for success. The distribution of attributions for failure 

was similar to the attributions for success. Again, half of the Iranian students îttribut~d school 

failure to lack of effort (5 1%) while n smaller number amibuted it to non-attentiveness (1 5%). 

Almost half of the Iranian-Canadian students attributed failure to a lack of interest (48%), and the 

others to a lack of effort (38%). It is noteworthy that only 7% of Iranian-Canadians attributed 

failure to low ability. 

Chi-square analyses compared the frequency of categories to test for differences between 

Iranian students and Iranian-Canadian students' attributions for success and failure. However. 

because of the relatively low number of participants and the high number of categories. the 

anaiysis did not meet the assumptions of Chi-square with regard to the expected value in each 

cell. Therefore, the categories with the lowest frequencies were dropped in a systematic manner. 

until no cells included expected values less than 1 and no more than 20% of the cells included 

expected values less than 5 (Agresti. 1984). This procedure was repeated for al1 the analysis 

reported below which did not rneet the assumptions of Chi-square. 
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With regard to  students' general a#ihtions of sucam, eell &equen&s with thrre 

response categones, ability, effort and interest, and as for failure cell fiequencies with two 

response categories, effort and inierest met the assurnptions of Chi-square. The Chi-square 

adys i s  involving "ability", "effort", and "interest" in the case of success, and involving "effort" 

and "interest" in the case of failure, indicated that the Iranian and Iranian-Canadian students were 

significantly different on their attributions of success and failure (x2= 15.70, d e 2 ,  p<.000 1 ; x' 

=8.68, d+l, p<.005. respectively). As can be seen in Figures 12 and 13, effort was the attribution 

with the highest frequency for Iranian students while for Iranian-Canadian students the high 

fkquency attributions were interest and effort for success. and interest. effort and ability for 

failure. 

A second stage of analysis reclassified the attributions mentioned by students into k e  

categories, using the same criteria that were used in the first study (Table 1). StudentsT 

attributions were coded based on the three dimensions outlined in Weiner's attribution theory 

(i.e., locus of control. controllability. and stability). 

Sin. 2 X 2 Chi-square analyses were performed on the fiequencies which result from the 

combination of attributions based on each of the three dimensions: Locus of control (internal vs. 

extemai), ControIIability (controIIabIe vs. uncontrollable), and Stability (stable vs. unstable) for 

success and failure separately. Assumptions of Chi-square were met for al1 six analyses. 

Figures 14a and 14b depict the percentage of Iranian and Iranian-Canadian students who 

attributed their success or failure to internal vs. externa1 factors. As can be seen in figures 14a 

and 14b, compared with Iranian-Canadian students more Lranian students attributed miccess and 

failure to extemal factors such as school. farniiy, or teachers. However. the results of Chi-square 



of success and failure in response to general questions involving the Locus of control 
dimension. 

internai 

Locus of Control dimension (attributions for success) Locus of Control dimension (attributions for failure) 
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matpses hcticate that o d y  die grou- differences with regard to failtue is significant (x2 =7.31, 

Figures 1 Sa and 15b depict the percentage of Iranian and Iranian-Canadian students who 

attributed their success or failure to controllable vs. uncontrollabIe factors. With respect to the 

stability dimension. Figures 16a and 16b illustrate the percentage of the Iranian and Iranian- 

Cauadian students' attributions of their success or failure tu stable vs. unstable factors. However, 

the group differences did not reach the level of significance (pc.02) for any of these four 

Students' responses to the personal questions. 

Figures 17 and 18 illustrate the percentage of Iranian students and Iranian-Canadian 

students who referred to one of the categones of attributions of success or failure in response to 

personal questions involving their own academic performance. The same procedure descnbed 

earlier with regard to the data for mothea was used to analyse the students' responses to personal 

questions such as "Whnt are the reasons for your own success in school?". In both groups the 

majority attributed their own success to effort (73% and 76%. respectively). Most Iranian 

students attributed their failure to a lack of effort (68%). and some also to non-attentiveness 

(20%). A lower percentage of Iranian-Canadian students attributed their personal failure to a lack 

of effort (52%). Othen attributed their academic failure to categones such as non-attentiveness 

(26%), task difficulty (1 1%). and low ability (1 1%). A similar procedure to the one descnbed 

with regard to the analyses of the generd questions was used to anaiyze students' responses to 

the personai questions. In order to meet the assumptions of Chi-square analyses. the Iess fiequent 



of success and failure in response to gened questions involving the controllability 
dimension. 

F i m  16a & 16b. Percentage of Iranian students, and of Iranian-Canadian students' attributions 
of success and failure in response to general questions involving the stability dimension. 

stable unstable 
S tability dimension (attributions for success) 

1 Iranian-Canadian 

stab te unstable 
Stability dimension (attributions for failure) 
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Fimire 17. Percentap of Iranian students. and of Iranian-Canadian students' attributions of their 

success in response to the personal questions. 

I a Iranian 
a Iranian-Canadian 1 

ability effort interest farnii y attentiveness 
Categories for the attributions for success 

Fimire 18. Percentage of Iranian students, and of Iranian-Canadian students' attributions of their 
failure in response to the persona1 questions. 

I h i a n  
a Iranian-Canadian I 

ability effort interest redler artcntivenc~ task 
Categork for the attributions for failure 



and ability were the most frequent attributions for success and effort and attentiveness were the 

most fiequent attributions for failure. Chi-square analyses with the high fiequency factors 

reveaied no significant group differences in the case of attribution of success or failure. Since the 

group differences were not significant for personai questions. no m e r  analyses with respect to 

the dimensions of attributions were performed. 



Discussion 

The second study focused on characterizhg the academic attributions of junior-high 

school children and the possible changes to these as the result of acculturation. Iranian and 

Iranian-Canadian students were compared first on their definitions of success and failure, and 

then on their responses to the generd questions about their attributions of success and failure. 

Their attributions about their own academic success and failure were also examined. The results 

of these comparisons will be discussed in terms of acculturation strategies adopted by Iranian- 

Canadian students. 

The comparison between Iranian and Iranian-Canadian students reveais how culture 

contributes to people's beliefs. Beliefs cannot 5e understood outside of the cultural context. The 

type of comparison targeted in this study is especially important b e c a w  it controls for the effect 

of ethnic background; differences. reported in previous research. that may be attributed to 

people's ethnic background may not be valid. Such observed differences may refiect socio- 

cultural differences rather tlian being indicative of differences in ethnic background. In other 

words, there are some differences between people living in the sarne culture who are from 

different ethnic background (e.g.. Chinese-Canadian vs. Japanese-Canadian). These difierences 

might reflect the differences behveen people from different ethnic background. The differences 

between people fiom different ethnic background living in different cultures (e-g., Canadian and 

Japanese) reflect the combination of ethnic and socioîdtural differences. The current research, 

however, was designed to focus on socio-culturai differences. by controlling for people's ethnic 

differences. The results show that some differences are related primarily to socio-cultural 



differences in ethnicity. 

Children's Definitions of Success and Failure 

Iranian and Iranian-Canadian students differed on their definitions of school success and 

failure. The majority of Iranian students believed that getting high marks at school is a good 

indicator of academic their success. They also saw grades as the primary index of school failure. 

Most Iranian-Canadian students, on the other hand, defined school success in terms of academic 

learning. However, good marks were still important as an index of success for a third of the 

Iranian-Canadian students. The Iranian-Canadian students did not constitute a homogeneous 

group in ternis of their definition of failure. The responses of the Iranian-Canadian group were 

distributed almost equally among the three categories: academic leaming. marks. and non- 

academic learning. In other words. there was more variability in the Iranian-Canadian group than 

the Iranian group. Although some continued to entertain notions similar to those of their 

counterparts in Inn. others defined school failure in more diverse terms. 

The largest pap between the two groups appeared in their academic Iearning category. 

Iranian-Canadian students referred more often to factors related to academic leaming than did 

their Iranian counterparts. This group of Iranian-Canadian students typically defmed failure as 

not being able to use what they have already learned. They were concemed about how they couid 

apply their knowledge in real life, and about how useful what they leam in school was. These 

differences might refiect the differences in the educationd systerns in the two countries. In Iran. 

the educational system particularly in elementary and secondary schools focuses on building 



leamhg and the application of knowledge. such as the development of cnticai thinking, 

creativity, and research skills. In Canada. on the other hand. from the beginning the emphasis is 

on criticai thinking, applying knowledge in real life, and creativity. 

The Iranian and Iranian-Canadian groups were also very different with regard to the 

mention of the non-academic learning category. While a large number of Iranian-Canadian 

students believe that getting involved in antisocial and/or immoral groups or behavioun is an 

index of school failure. few students in Iran mentioned non-academic matters in their definition 

of school failure. The Iranian-Canadian students believe that students who are deficient in social 

skills are wlnerable and likely to fail in their studies. In response to probes about the possible 

causes of children's involvement in antisocial groups. these children listed causes such as poor 

self-confidence. farnily problems. financial problems. and undesirable fkiends. 

Overall. it seems that Iranian students identify with what is considered important and 

valuable to achieve in Innian culture. namely. marks. Iranian-Canadian students are concerned 

with what is important in Non11 American culture. namrly. skills. As a result. in explaining 

success and failure only a small group of Innian students refer to factors which are non- 

academic. Although none of the Iranian-Canadian students refemd to non-academic learning in 

their definition of success. about one third of them mentioned it in their definition of failure. This 

might be a retlection of their parents' concem that in a Western society there is a greater danger 

that their children will get involved in gangs and drugs and that this is more damaging than any 

academic failure. 



Iranian and Iranian-Canadian students differed on their attributions of success and failure. 

Most Iranian students attributed success and failure to effort as their primary attributions. 

Iranian-Canadian students' attributions were more variable; they attributed their success to 

interest, effort, and ability and their failure to lack of interest and lack of effort. 

These findings indicate that as the result of acculturation Iranian-Canadian students have 

been affecteci by Canadian culture in different ways. First. more IraniamCanadian students 

attribute success to ability and interest than Iranian students. This pattern mirrors the attributions 

of students From North-American culture (cg., Pilling & Yan, 1994; Yan & Gaier, 1994). In the 

same view, the attribution of success to interest by junior high-school Iranian-Canadian students 

uidicates that those children are more similar to their North-Arnerican counterparts (Vispoel & 

Austin, 1995). Although interest is not one of the main attributions in Weiner's theory of 

attribution, recent research on the attributions of North-American junior high-school children by 

Vispoel & Austin (1995) found that among the attribution factors, attribution of failure to lack of 

interest was the most frequent attribution for Caucasian students, and attribution of success to 

interest was the next most fiequent response. The differences between the Iranian and Iranian- 

Canadian students in their attribution of success and failure to interest reflect the impact of 

Western culture which emphasizes freedom and individual choice. Indeed, the fact that more 

Iranian-Canadian students emphasize interest rnight be seen as an indication of the inteption of 

this group into western culture. 

While a small group of Iranian students mentioned extemal factors (including school, 
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ttack, arrctfamily factors) as tht rranmsforschoot fmhne, ImxE ofdie hania-Canadian 

students mentioned extemal facton as possible reasons for their academic success or failure. The 

gap between the Iranian and Iranian-Canadian students on attribution of failure to extemai facton 

may also point to die changes in the Iranian-Canadian students as the result of acculturation. The 

results of this research indicate that like their North-Arnerican counterparts (Pilling & Yan, 1994; 

Vispoel & Austin, 1995; Yan & Gaier, 1994), Iranian-Canadian students are less likely to 

attriiute their academic outcornes to extemal factors. 

In sum. the findings of the present research suggest that Iranian-Canadian students' 

beliefs and attributions are significantly different from their counterprts in Iran. These changes 

provide a window into the process of acculturdtion in immigrant children. While the main 

attribution for Iranian students is effort. the distribution of attributions of Irzian-Canadian is 

similar to their counterparts living in North America. Similar to previous studies on Junior high 

school students in Nonh America (Pilling & Yan. 1994; Vispoel & Austin, 1995; Yan & Gaier, 

1994) the main attributions for Iranian-Canadian students are interest, effort. and ability. 

With respect io acculturation stratepies. the changes in the Iranian-Canadian students 

indicate that they are not a homogenous group but consist of subgroups in terms of their 

acculturation strategies. One group of students appears to be similar to Iranian as well as to North 

American culture and attribute to effort. This group rnay have adapted to the new culture by 

entertaining sirnultaneously the attribution which is popular in the old and the new culture. This 

type of adaptation corresponds with the definition of integration strate= offered by Berry & Sam 

(1997). Othen who attribute their academic outcome to interest or ability think in a maoner 

simila. to their counterparts in western culture and, in this respect are different fiom Iranian 





Study Three: A Cross-Cultuml Study of the Role of Emotions in Parents' Attributions 

Parents' Emotional Reactions 

Parents' emotional reactions are another element of attribution theory in addition to the 

attributions parents make regarding their child's acadernic success or failure. How a third party 

reacts emotionally to an individual's outcorne makes a significant contribution to the 

interpretation of the cause of the outcome by the individual. Weiner's theory of attribution ( 1 979: 

1986) assumes that people attribute their success and failure to four basic causes: ability, effort. 

task dificulty, and luck. The theory discusses the relationships between achievement motivation. 

causal attribution for success and faiiure. emotional responses. and the resulting effect on 

academic achievement. According to N m i  (1 990), Weiner and Kukla (1970) were the first 

investigators to show how causal attribution affects emotional responses in the context of 

achievement. Weiner and his colleagues (Weiner, 1979: 1985; 1986; Weiner & Kukla. 1970; 

Weiner, Russell. & Lerrnm. 1978) conducted a series of studies with both adults and children to 

investigate the relationship between attribution and emotional reactions. They found that some 

emotions were induced by outcornes regardiess of attribution. For example, students feel happy 

after success and they feel sad after failure. Other emotional reactions are associated with 

differing attributions. For instance. when they attribute their failure to a lack of effort they feel 

guiliy, and when they attribute their failure to othen they feel mg-. In those cases where they 

attribute outcome to intemal causes they feel pnde if the outcome is success and shame if the 
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outcome is failure. 

An important implication of emotional responses in education is that the prediction that a 

parent will feel pnde will motivate a student to persist in their hard work on a difficult task. 

while a prediction of a feeling of shame in the case of failure will impede the person's efforts 

(Weiner & Kukla 1970). In a study of college -dents Covington and Ornelich (1984), showed 

that feeling guilty after a midterm exam led the snidents to expend more effort and perform more 

successfully on the next exam. while feeling humiliated on a fiat exarn led them to expand less 

effort and perfom poorly on the next exam. The implication of this study and similar studies that 

emotions result fiom the attribution of related outcome, would be that it is important to 

encourage attributions that lead to positive emotions. 

According to attribution theory. the causal relationship between attribution and emotion 

helps children to interpret their parents' behaviours, and also assists them to undentand the cause 

of their success or failure. For instance, if the child observes an angry reaction by a parent to his 

or her academic failure, he or she might interpret this emotion as a reaction to a controllable 

cause such as low effort. whereas a parent's sympathetic reaction shows that the cause of the 

failure is an uncontrolIable one such as low ability (Graham, 1994). The research on how parents 

feel about their chiidren's achievement outcome suggests that such reactions play an important 

role in shaping a child's achievement motivation. Weiner (1986) suggests that the attribution of 

success to internal or stable causes results in feelings of pnde. and the attribution of failure to 

stable or internai causes leads to a feeling of shame. Weiner, however, does not discuss whether 

the intensity of emotions rnight vary fkom one situation to another. The variation in the intensity 

dimension. and the type of emotions becomes important when doing cross-cultural research on 
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amibution. Fmm a erossdhnat perspectit~ tmw gnestiom cm b raised. First, to what extent 

are these emotions similar or different across cultures? Second, to what extent does the intensity 

of the emotions remain constant across culture? Cross-cultural studies on emotional aspects of 

theory of attribution are limited. A review of cross-cultural research on emotional responses to 

various events is presented in the next section. It provides a rationale for the cross-cultual study 

of emotional responses to attributions. It also provides a h e w o r k  for understanding emotions 

as perceived by di fferent cultures. 

Culturd differences in emotional reactions to events 

Although there may be emotional univenals. what is univenal rnay not be obvious. There 

are certainly similarities and differences in emotions and emotional reactions across cultures. 

What is appropriate in one society c m  be regarded incredulously in another. Researchers identifq. 

two main aspects of emotions. the biological. consisting of the individual's physiological 

response. and the cultural. a set of niles regulîting when. where. and how each expression of 

emotion should be displayed. The biological aspect is iissumed to be univenal. whereas. cultures 

may display both similarities and differences in how they express the emotion (Mesquita Lk 

Frijda, 1993). Oatley ( 1993) discussed how the social construction in emotions stems largely 

fkom cultures. He suggests that from a theoretical point of view. the rnost usehl way to snidy 

socid construction in emotions is to sîudy emotions cross-cdturatly. 

The difficulty with coming to any considered judbgnent of diflerent approaches to cross- 

cultural studies on emotions is that universalists who mainly focus on biological aspect, and 

relativists. who focus on the culniral component relate different evidence and rely on different 
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interpretatïons of the same evidence. Mesquita and Frijda (1992) concluded that there are c u l d  

differences in emotions, but also strong cross-culnual similarities. According to Mesquita and 

Frijda (1992) sources of cultural differences and similarities may be sorted into seven categories. 

These categories include: "antecedent events, event coding, appraisal, physiological reaction 

pattern, action readiness. emotional behaviour, and regulation" (p. 180). Mesquita. Frijda and 

Scherer (1997) added another category. namely change in cognitive functioning and beliefs, to 

these categories. Each of these categories can be a source of both cross-cultural similarities and 

differences. For instance. regarding the cultural differences for antecedent events, Israelis felt the 

most joy when experiencing "achievement" rather than a "relationship", while "relationship" was 

ranked the most joyful type of event by North-Arnerican individuals. Mesquita and Frijda ( 1992) 

also raised two points related to cultural studies on emotions. Fint, the translation of words 

constitutes a source of error in comparing cultures. Second, the negiect of socio-cultural factors 

and the impact of social context on the course of an individual's emotions constitue another 

source of error. 

Research has also shoun cultunl differences in behaviour generation in genenl, and 

emotional expression in panicular. For exarnple. in a crossîultural study on emotional reaction, 

Stephan. Stephan. and Vargas (1  996) compared Costa Rican and Amencan college students on 

their emotional reactions toward their families and strangers. The resuits showed that American 

students were more comfortable than Costa Rican college students in displaying both their 

negative and positive emotions to their families. The largest cultural gap however. was observed 

in the expression of negat ive emotions. .%neriean participants were much more comfortable 

expressing their negative emotions ;O both families and mangers than Costa Rican participants. 



expression challenge the assumptions of attribution theory, which considers that parents' 

emotional reaction to their children's success and failure is the sarne across cultures. 

There is research evidence for culturai differences with respect to the socialization of 

emotional responses. There is also research on the important role of emotional reactions in 

attribution theory and how emotions affect children's academic motivation. It is therefore 

essentiai to study fiom a cross-cultural point of view the effect of culture on mothen' ernotiond 

reactions toward their children's academic outcome. Most previous cross-culturai research 

compared different ethnic groups in the s m e  society, or different ethnic groups in different 

cultures. However, these approaches are less usehl when it cornes to investigating the 

acculturation process of immigrant groups. Given the growing multicultural nature of large urban 

centres in Western countries. a better understanding of the acculturation process of parents in 

relation to their children's achievement is essential. Overalt, culturai studies about emotions 

show that people in different cultures may feel differently as the result of a specific event and/or 

may demonstrate their emotions differently. Since the differences in the words used to represent 

specific emotions in different languages ma' Vary across cultures, exarnining the emotional 

reaction of one ethnic group in nvo cultures may control for the effect of any variation in the 

meaning of the words used to represent the ernotions. To this end, it is informative to compare 

the emotional expression of one ethnic group living in two cultures (home country and host 

culture). In the research reponed in this chapter, mothers' emotional responses with respect to 

their children's academic achievement in Iran and in Canada were compared. 



Method 

Participants 

The participants in this study are the same as the ones who participated in the first study 

(see Study one for more details). Seventy mothers fiom Iran and Canada. were selected to 

participate in the study. Al1 participants were of Iranian descent. Subjects were selected through 

their chiidren's school in the case of Iranian mothen, and through "snowball" procedures in the 

case of Iranian-Canadian mothers (for more details on this procedure refer to the method section 

in Chapter Three). At the tirne of the study. 41 mothers were residing in Iran (hereafter referred 

to as the Iranian mothers) while 29 had irnrnigrated to Canada at least five years before taking 

part in the study (hereafter referred to as the Iranian-Canadian mothen). Ali rnothen h d ,  at 

minimum, a high school diplorna. To participate in the study, the rnothen had to have a child in 

grade 6.7. or 8 at the time of the interview. 

Procedure 

Upon agreeing to participate in the study. mothers (both Iranian and Iranian-Canadian) 

were asked to complete a demographic questionnaire (see Appendix A). The questionnaire was 

aimed at ascertaining the parents' educationd level and ernployment, the number of children in 

the family and their gender, and Iength of residency in Canada (in the case of the Iranian- 

Canadians). Afier the questionnaire was completed, subjects were administered the Emotional 

Reaction Scaie (ERS). 



The Emotiond Reaction Scde (ERS) was developed for this snidy in order to measure 

how mothers feel in response to their children's academic success and failure. The ERS includes 

eight printed hypothetical vignettes (see Appendix D). presenting four main attribution scenarios 

for both success and failure based on the theory of attribution (ability, effort, task difficulty, and 

luck). A vignette is a measurement tool which describes a hypotheticd situation in a concrete and 

realistic way. The vignette method has been identified as a reliable tool to measure attitudes and 

behavion in a non-threatening method. Recent findings suggest that the use of vignettes is a 

useful tool for crosssultural research (Soydan. 19%; 1995; Soydan & Stal, 1994). 

In the present study, each vignette describes a situation in which a rnother was confronted 

with a child's success or failure. Using a 3-point Likert scale, mothers were asked to rate ( f h m  

"not at dl" to "a lot") the emotional reactions they would assign to the parent in the vignette 

(e.g., angry, happy), in response to the child's academic performance. For example, one Vignette 

describes a child named Ali who received a low grade, and his parents believe he did not exert 

enough effort. nien the participant is asked to indicate how the parents would feel in such a 

situation by rating each of the emotions that followed the vignette. Emotions were chosen from 

the literature on emotional responses to attributions. They were translated by the researcher to 

Persian and then translated back by another Iranian graduate student to English. Although both 

Iranian and Imian-Canadian groups received the scale in Persian, the translation was done 

carefully to be able to compare the results of this study with previous research. However, some 

of the emotions were not easy to translate because of the different connotations associated with 

the words in the Persian and English languages. For example. pity has a more negative 
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wrmotitfion in Pmiair than in Engbh. Posmve motions such as happy, enjoyment, and joy 

have a more similar meaning in Persian than in English language. Appendix E presents al1 the 

emotions used on the ERS both in Persian and in English. 

The child's gender in the vignettes was varied by using a girl's name in four of the 

vignettes and a boy's name in the other four vignettes. In other words, for haif of the participants 

in four vignettes a boy succeeds and a girl fails and for the other of participants in four vignettes 

a girl succeeds and a boy fails. The vignettes for both Iranian and Iranian-Canadian mothen were 

presented in the Persian language. The list of emotions and the order in which they were 

presented at the end of each vignette remained constant across the vignettes. Cronbach's 

coefficient Alpha was used to determine the coefficient of interna1 consistency for ERS. The 

reliability for the scale is a=.94. 



ResuI ts 

Cultural Effects on Mothers' Emotional Reactions 

In order to categorize the emotions in a systematic way, emotion variables were subjected 

to principal cornponents factor analyses. They formed three facton. Table 2 presents the results. 

and associated Varimau-rotated factor loadings for each of the three facton which were derived 

fiom the principal-ais method. Factor loadings of .50 or greater were considered as the cut-off 

point for the purpose of interpretation. The firçt factor, which may be regarded as "positive 

emotions" included joy , satisfaction. enjoyment. happiness. and pride. The second factor 

"negative emotions" included shame. anger. guilt. and sadness. Factor three "other-oriented 

emotions" included pity, empathy, and sympathy. Positive emotions were related to academic 

success and the other two groups of emotions. negative emotions and other-oriented emotions are 

related to failure. However, since each emotion is unique with regard to Weiner's attribution 

theory, M e r  analy sis will be done on individual emotions. 

Figures 19-23 summarize results penaining to emotions associated with attributions of 

success to ability. effort. task difficulty. and luck. Each column (point) presents the mean of 

emotion ratings to a given attribution (1 -3 range). As c m  be seen in these Figures mothers in 

both groups rate positive emotions (enjoy. pnde, satisfaction, happiness, and joy) higher in 

response to attributions of success to intemal facton (ability and effort) than to external factors 

(task difficulty and luck). MANOVAs for repeated rneasures were used to examine the effect of 

attributions and culture on positive emo tions. Four vignettes examining four different attributions 

were entered as the repeated measures. The analyses were done by country of residence. as the 



Tabre 2 

Varimax Rotated Princi~al Axis Factor Loadine for Emotions 

-- 

Emotions Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 

JOY 

Enjoyment 

Happiness 

Pride 

Satisfaction 

Shme 

Anger 

Sadness 

Guilt 

S ympathy 

Ernpathy 

Pity 
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Figures 19-23. Means of h i a n  mothen, and of kanian-Canadian mothen' emotiooal responses 

CO their chiidren's acadernic success as a fiinction of different attributions. 

1.0 l 1 1 1 1 

Ability Effort  Task Luck 

.Attributions 

Figure 19 

Ability Ef for t  Task Luck 

Anributions 
Figure 21 

1.0 ' I I 1 r 
Abi l i ty  Effort Task Luck 

Anri butions 

Figure 20 

Ability Effort Task Luck 

Atributions 

Figure 21 

Ability Effort Task Luck 

Figure 23 



designed in such a way that the fmt contrast compares emotions in response to intemal 

attributions (ability and effort) venus extemal attributions (task difficulty and luck). The 

second contrast compared emotions as a result of attributions to ability versus effort, and the 

third contrast compared emotions resulting from attributions to task dificulty venus luck. The 

level of a was increased to .O2 to control for multiple tests. 

MANOVAs for repeated measures showed that attribution main effects for ai1 positive 

emotions are significant, suggesting that the intensity of positive emotions was dependent on the 

type of attribution. These results indicated that mothen have more positive emotions (happiness, 

pride, enjoyment. joy, and satisfaction) when success was attributed to internai facton than when 

success was attributed to extemal facton. In response to children's success, significant group 

differences were found with respect to enjoyment and pride. Overall. Iranian mothers were more 

proud of their children's success than Iranian-Canadian mothers when they attributed their 

success to effort. and expenenced more enjoyment when they attributed their children's success 

to their ability. The results of multivariate and univariate analyses for positive emotions are 

presented in Table 3. 



Multivariate and Univariate Results of Analvsis of Variance with Re~eated Measures: The Effect 

of Attribution and CuItwe on Positive Emotionai Resuonses 

Emotions Attribution Culture 

Enjoyrnent F P F P 
Multivariate 6 1.98 .O001 6.03 0.001 
Univariate 

Interna1 vs. Extemai attributions 164.1 1 -0001 6.65 0.01 
Ability vs. Effort 0.32 NS 6.61 0.01 
Task difficufty vs. Luck 3.86 NS 5.57 0.02 

Pride 
Multivariate 129.39 ,0001 11.77 0.001 
Univariate 

Internai vs. Extemd attributions 
Ability vs. Effort 
Task difiicuity vs, Luck 

Satisfaction 

Multivariate 
Univariate 

Internat vs. ExtemaI attributions 
Ability vs. Effort 
Task difficuity vs. Luck 

Happiness 
Multivariate 
Univariate 

Interna1 vs. Extemal attributions 138.1 1 .O001 2.10 NS 
Ability vs. Effort 0.3 1 NS 0.3 1 NS 
Task dificulty vs. Luck 3.12 N S  1.37 N S  

J ~ Y  

Multivariate 104.54 .O00 1 1.44 N S  
Univariate 

Interna1 vs. EIxternal attributions 275.77 ,0001 0.44 N S  
Ability vs. Effort 0.04 NS 1.37 NS 
Task dificulty vs. Luck 4.22 NS 2.38 NS 



negative emotions (sadness, anger, shame. and guilt) in response to attributions of their 

children's failure. To investigate the effect of attributions and culture on negative emotions. 

MANOVAs for repeated measures with culture as the "between" group factor were used. The 

results of MANOVAs on negative emotions showed that main effects for attribution are 

significant for al1 the ernotions, suggesting that the intensity of emotions was dependent on the 

type of attribution under consideration. Univariate analyses showed that. as was the case with 

regard to success, the emotions were experienced more intensely in the case of attributions to 

internai factors as compared with extemal factors. Significant group differences were observed 

on sadness and shame. Univanate anaiyses perfonned on the effect ofculture showed that the 

Inmian mothers felt more sadness than the Iranian-Canadian mothers in the attribution of failure 

to ability and task difficulty. Group differences were also observed with regard to shame. The 

Iranian mothers rated shame higher than the Iranian-Canadian mothers in the anribution of 

failure to lack of effort. The results of rnultivariate and univariate analyses for negative emotions 

are shown in Table 4. 

Figures 28-30 illustrate the means of Iranian and Iranian-Canadian mothers' ratings of 

other-oriented emotions (ernpathy. sympathy, pity) in response to their children's academic 

fdure as a function of different attributions. The results of MANOVAs on these emotions 

showed that main effects for attribution are significant for empathy. sympathy, and pity, 

suggesting that the intensity of emotions was dependent on the type of attributions. Univariate 

analyses showed diat the sympathy and empathy were experienced more intensely in the case of 
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Fiares 24-27. Means of Lranim mothen. and of Iranian-Canadian mothen' emotional responses 

to their children's acadernic failure as a function of different attributions. 

1.0 J 1 1 1 1 

Ability Effort Task Luck 

Attributions 

1 .O 
Abi i i ty  Effort Task tuck 

.Attributions 

Figure 25 

Figure 14 

Ability Effort  Task 

Attributions 

Figure 26 
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Amibutions 

Figure 27 
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Table 4 

Multivariate and Univariate Results of  Analvsis of Variance with Re~eated Measures: The Effect 

of Attribution and Culture on Ne~ative Emotional Responses 

Emotions Attribution Culture 

Sadness F F: 

Muitivariate 
Univariate 

Internal vs. Extemal attributions 
Ability vs. Effort 
Task difficulty vs. Luck 

Anger 
Mu1 tivariate 
Univariate 

Internal vs. Externai attributions 
Ability vs. Effort 
Task dificulty vs. Luck 

Shame 

Multivariate 
Univariate 

Intemal vs. External attributions 
Ability vs. Effort 

Task dificuity vs. Luck 
Guilt 

Multivariate 
Univariate 

Lnternal vs. External attributions 
Ability vs. EKort 
Task dificdty vs. Luck 
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F r m s  28-30. ibfeans of Ianian rnothen, and of kanian-Canadian mochen' emotiona1 responses 

to their children's acadernic Mure as a function of different attributions. 
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Attributions 

Figure IS 

Figure 29 
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atnibutions fo extemai factors as compared with intemal facors. Univariate analyses dso 

showed that mothen are likely to feel pity, empathy and sympathy more intensely when they 

attribute children's failure to lack of ability as compared with effort. No significant differences 

were observed on the intensity of pity sympathy, and empathy as the function of attribution of 

failure to task dificulty compared to luck. Significant group differences were observed only on 

sympathy. Univariate analyses performed on the effect of culture showed that the Iranian- 

Canadian mothers were more sympathetic to children's faiiure than the Iranian mothen. 

especially in attributions of failure to the child's lack of ability. The results of multivariate and 

univariate andvses for this group of emotions are s h o w  in Table 5.  



Muitivariate and Univariate Results of Analvsis of  Variance with Re~eated Measures: The Effect 

of Attribution and Culture on other Emotional Responses 

Emotions Attribution Culture 
Empathy F - 

Multivariate 
Univariate 

Intemal vs. External attributions 
Ability vs. Effon 
Task difficulty vs. Luck 

S ympathy 
Multivariate 
Univariate 

Intemal vs. Extemal attributions 
Ability vs. Effort 
Task difficulty vs. Luck 

Pity 
Multivariate 
Univariate 

Interna1 vs. External attributions 
Ability vs. Effort 
Task diff~culty vs. Luck 
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Discussion 

The importance of the influence of parental emotional reaction on children's motivation 

and achievement has been investigated in the past by several researchen (Covington & Omelich, 

1984; Weiner, 1979; 1985; 1986; Weiner & Kukia, 1970; Weiner, Russell, & Leman. 1 979). 

Within attribution theory. parental emotional reactions are seen as important factors in "molding" 

the child's motivation and consequently, influencing the child's academic achievement. This 

midy was designed to examine the universality of certain parental emotional responses in 

relation to types of attributions. It focused on the extent to which emotional responses resulting 

fiom specific attributions are similar across cultures. Two aspects were examined- the intensity 

of emotions and the type of emotions expressed by parents. 

The results of this study will be discussed for emotions triggered by success and failure. 

with regard to the theory of attribution and the impact of cultural considerations on this theory. 

Emotions triegered bv academic success 

In line with Weiner's attribution theory ( 1979; 1985; 1986). Iranian and Iranian-Canadian 

mothers experienced d l  of the positive emotions measured in this research (namely enjoyment. 

happiness, satisfaction. joy, and pride) more intensely when they attributed children's success to 

internai factors than when they attributed them to extemai factors. Therefore, fiom an attribution 

point of view, the dimension of locus of control would appear to be more essential than other 

dimensions such as. controllability and stability, in provoking positive feelings in mothers when 

children succeed in school. 
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At the same fime, cuItura1 differences were observed when the intensity o f  enjoyment and 

pnde regarding children's academic success was compared. Iranian mothers expenenced 

enjoyment more intensely thm Iranian-Canadians when they attributed children's success to 

ability. The reverse pattern was noted with regard to attribution of success to task difficulty. 

Iranian mothers expenenced less enjoyment than Iranian-Canadian mothers when they attributed 

children's success to task dificulty. When it came to the emotion of pride, however. Iranian 

mothers felt pride more intensely than Iranian-Canadian mothers when they attributed children's 

success to intemal factors. particulariy to effort. and would be less proud than Iranian-Canadian 

mothers when they attributed children's success to external factors. 

More intense positive emotions resulting from an attribution to an external factor such as 

task dificulty might emerge because perhaps for immigrant mothen external factors play a more 

important role than for Iranian mothen. In other words, for immigrant parents internal factors 

have not changed from the old culture and they are familiar for them. What could cause 

problems, though. are extemal factors which are not under their control. That is why extemal 

facton have become more important and perhaps more salient to them than before. Therefore, if 

success is attributed to extemal factors. it provokes more intense positive emotions than it does 

for Iranian mothen. While the level of enjoyment is the same for both groups when they attribute 

children's success to effort, Iranian mothers experience enjoyment more than Iranian-Canadian 

mothers when they attribute their children's success to their ability. 

To conclude, the patterns of positive emotional responses related to different attributions. 

are similar for both Iranian and Iranian-Canadian mothers. However, a nurnber of differences are 

observable. First. Innian mothers rate al1 positive emotions for attributions to internal factors 
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higher than Iranian-Canadian mothen. They also rate attribution to external factoa lower than 

Iranian-Canadian mothen. Second. the gap between the intensity of positive emotions as a 

function of attribution to intemal factors vs. attribution to extemal factoa is larger for Iranian 

mothen as compared to Iranian-Canadian mothen. It is suggested that this pattern might indicate 

that for immigrant rnothers the salience of intemal factors decreases and the salience of extemal 

factoa increases as the result of the pmcess of acculturation. In other words, people who move to 

a new culture may feel that they have less control over external factors. This is why extemal 

factors become more important and they provoke more emotions. 

Emotions aroused bv academic fai lure 

The results of the factor analysis indicated that emotions arotwed by academic failure 

could be divided into two categories: negative emotions. which consist of sadness, anger, guilt. 

and shame; and other-onented emotions. which consist of pity, sympathy. and empathy. 

Udike positive emotions. the pattern of each negative emotion rneasured in this study is 

different fiom one another. No group differences were observed with regard to anger and guilt. 

Both Iranian and Iranian-Canadian groups appear to be angrier and to feel more guilt when they 

amibute failure to internal factors as compared to extemal factors. With regard to attribution 

theory, the reçults of this study indicate that while anger can be provoked by the attribution of 

failure to lack of effort, guilt may be felt more intensely when failure is attributed to lack of 

ability. While the emotion of guilt is provoked by intemal and uncontrollable factors, anger is 

provoked by internal and controlIabIe factors. This shows that in addition to locus of control, 

controllability plays an important role in arousing both anger and guilt. 



the pattern of the two emotions are different with regard to attribution factors. Iranian and 

Iranian-Canadian mothen are likely to feel more sadness when they attribute failure to intemal 

factors (ability and effort) as compared to extemal factors (task difficulty and luck). Iranian 

mothers feel more sadness than Iraniadanadian mothers when they attribute children's failure 

to lack of ability and bad luck. Arousal of the emotion of shame is also dependant on the type of 

attributions made by parents. While Iranian mothen feel more sharne when they attribute their 

children's failure to intemal factors vs. extemal factors, for Iranian-Canadian mothers there is 

hardly any gap between the intensity of shame as the result of attribution to internal as compared 

to extemal factors. In addition, Iranian mothers would also feel moïe shame when they attribute 

children's failure to effort vs. ability. Ovenll. with regard to attribution theory. sadness is 

triggered by either a combination of internai and uncontrollable factors or extemal factors, while 

shame is triggered by a combination of internal and controllable factors. 

Other-oriented emotions, pity. sympathy, and empathy, similar to other emotions were al1 

attribution-dependent. No group differences are obsenred with regard to pity and empathy. Both 

groups would feel more pity when they attnbute their children's failure to a lack of ability. This 

finding is in line with Weiner's attribution theory (Weiner & Graham, 1984) that the expression 

of pity would communicate a message to the children that they are not able to achieve and it is 

out of their control. However, with regard to empathy, not only do mothers show more empathy 

when they attribute their children's failure to abiiity vs. effort, but also both groups would show 

more empathy when they attribute it to extemal factors vs. intemd factors. 

Group differences were observed with regard to sympathy. Iranian-Canadian mothes feel 



attribution theory both Iranian and Iranian-Canadian groups feel sympathy more when they 

attribute children's failure to extemal factors vs. intemal factors, or when they amibute failure to 

ability (vs. effort). Considering that both external attributions and ability are uncontrollable 

factors, this finding Ieads us to believe that uncontrollability is the factor which results in the 

arousai of sympathy. This is anothcr indication that uncontrollability is a factor which results in 

the arousai of feelings such as empathy and sympathy. In other words. demonstrations of 

emotions such as sympathy and empathy indicate that the outcome is out of the childos control. 

However. it is probably not as destructive as pity, because intemality is not necessarily part of 

the message. Because only lack of ahility results in pity, it is a more destructive emotion because 

pity communicates both intemalil and uncontrollability. 

When comparing these results to the previous research on attribution theory (e.g., 

Graham. 1990). two concIusions can be drawn. First, emotional responses are not universal. 

Second, emotional responses change as the result of acculturation. While North Amencans are 

more likely to show pity or sympathy to children when they attribute failure to iack of ability 

(Graham, 1990). Iranian mothers are more likely to feel sad when they attribute children's failure 

to lack of ability. Interestingly. Iranian-Canadian mothers are more likely to show sympathy 

when they attribute failure to lack of effort. Neither Iranian mothers nor Iranian-Canadian 

rnothers demonstrate pity when they attribute failure to lack of ability. 

In sum, emotional responses seem to be dependent on the types of attributions made by 

parents. This is in iine with the findings of attxibution theory. For example, sympathy appean to 

be aroused as the result of the attribution of failure to lack of ability (intemality and 



99 
nncontrotMihy), and anger is provoked by an attribution of faifure to rack of effort (intenid and 

controllable). However, despite these similarities, the results indicate some cultural differences in 

emotional responses both in terms of intensity and types of emotions. These differences might be 

linked to the values attached to each attribution in each culture. For exarnple. when parents 

attribute chiidren's failure to a lack of ability, Iranian-Canadian mothers express more sympathy 

than the Iranian mothers. At the same time, Iranian mothen are more likely to feel more sadness 

than Iranian-Canadian mothers. This is presumably because in Canada mothers have more 

awareness of the concepts of individual differences related to concepts such as learning 

disabilities, attention and behavioral problems. Iranian-Canadian rnothers are aware that these 

disabilities do not prevent their children from becoming successhil in the future and that there are 

services to help them to succeed in the educational system in Canada. Iranian mothen, however. 

know that iack of ability will result in academic failure and no program accommodations in the 

future, and this belief rnay result in more sadness. 

Overall. the results of this study suggest that although there are similarities in the 

emotional responses of Iranian and Iranian-Canadian mothers to students' success and failure as 

a result of different attributions (e.g.. both groups feel angry when they attribute failure to lack of 

effort.), there are also differences in the intensity and types of negative emotions that are 

experienced. For exarnple, the type of emotion provoked by attribution of failure to lack of 

ability is different for Iranian mothers (sadness) fiom Iranian-Canadian mothen (sympathy). 

Moreover, cultural differences were observed on intensity of several emotions (e.g., sympathy, 

sadness, sharne). The findings indicate that mothers from different cultures, even if they corne 

h m  the same ethnic background. may feel differentiy about their children's success and failure. 
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This is an important observation because emotiond différences might iead to different IeveIs of 

achievement motivation in children. 

In conclusion, this study suggests that theones such as Weiner's attribution theory should 

be more sensitive to culturai differences. and that principles of universality should not be applied 

injudiciously. It also suggests that future research in the area of achievement motivation should 

consider the effects of culturally-based emotional differences on motivation. Finaily. the research 

reported here indicates that as a result of ongoing contact with the host culture subtle changes 

take place in immigrant parents' emotional socialization. As a result, over time different factors 

may influence emotion socidization in the home country and in the host country. 



CHAFTER SIX 

General Discussion 

This dissertation has reported the results of three intercomected studies deding with 

different aspects of attribution theory in the context of acculturation. The first study focused on 

the effects of the acculturation process on parental beliefs and achievement attributions. The 

second study reported on the results of the acculturation process in chiidren's beliefs and 

achievement attributions. Lastly, the third study examined cultural differences in mothers' 

emotional responses toward their children's achievement. In the following, a summary of the 

results of each study and the link between these results will be presented and discüssed around 

three themes: contributions to attribution theory, contributions to acculturation theory, and the 

relationship between parents' attributions and children's attributions. 

Contributions to Attribution theorv 

The finding of the first and the second studies indicate that. Iranian mothen and their 

children view success and failure differently fiom IraniamCanadian mothen and their children. 

Iranim immigrant rnothers and students. tend to define suceess and failure in tems of proms- 

based phenomena. On the other hand. Iranian mothers and students defined both success and 

failure in terms of product-based phenornena. This fundamental change at the belief level might 

be an important factor contributhg to the differences in attributions. Littie attention has been 

given to the beliefs about academic success and failure in the attribution literahire. The fvst and 

second studies provide converging evidence that mothers' and ctiildren's attributions are not 
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limited to the four attributions (ability, effort, task difficulty, and luck) discussed in curent 

theory of attribution (e.g. Weiner 1979. 1985. 1986). In fact, the main attribution of immigrant 

mothers is "family" which is considered to be an extemal attribution, while, a typical Iranian 

mothers' attribution is "effort". which is an internai attribution. Intemtingly, for immigrant 

children "interest" emerged as an important attribution related to school success and failure. In 

fact, the largest gap between lranian and Iranian-Canadian children is in the attribution of success 

and failure to "interest". In other words, for the majority of immigrant children, but not for 

Iranian students, the cause of success and failure relates to "interest". This might be a reflection 

of what the educational system in North Arnerican culture cornmunicates to students: your 

interest is what matters. 

In sum. with regard to a~ributions, these studies have made two main contributions. Fint. 

main attributions are not limited to ability, effort, task difficulty, and luck. Specifically, "family" 

and "interest" emerged as important achievement attributions. Second, people across cultures do 

not attribute academic outcomes to simiIar factors. It is noteworthy that the latter observation is 

true even when people corne from the same ethnic background. 

The problems which esist with the linear and bipolar nature of attribution factors defined 

by Weiner's attribution theory have been discussed in this research and in previous research (e.g.. 

Allison & Duda, 1982; Duda & Allison. 1989). NevertheIess. attributions were recoded into the 

dimensions proposed by attribution theory (narnely, locus of control, stability, and 

controllability ). Again di fferences between the two groups were observed. Immigrant mothers 

tend to attribute success to extemal, uncûntrollable, and stable factors while Iranian mothers tend 

to attnbute success more to intemal, controllable, and unstable factors. Linking these results with 
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the fmdings of  the third study, it is interesthg to note that emotiond responses provoked by 

extemai attributions are s tronger for Iranian-Canadian mo thers than for iranian mothers. This 

suggests that extemal attributions are becoming more important for Iranian-Canadian mothen as 

compared to Iranian mothen. The results of al1 three studies consistently suggest that extemal 

amibutions are more prominent for immigrant parents than Iranian parents. This is another shift 

observable in the process of acculturation by Iranian immigrant mothers. 

Attribution theory suggests that attributions to extemal, stable, and uncontrollable factors 

are not considered to be healthy attributions (Weiner. 1979; 1985; 1986). Two explanations rnay 

help in understanding the attribution of immigrant parents to extemal, uncontrollabie, and stable 

factors: One explanation is that immigrant parents go through an adjustment process in the new 

culture. Given that in the new culture they are confionted by a lot of unknowns, including an 

Wlfamiliar educational system. a new languqe, socio-cultural facton, employment issues and so 

on, the fear of the unknowns rnay reflect their attributions by assuming a more important role for 

these extemal factors. 

Another explanation is that. the ertent to which each attribution is interna1 or extemal. 

stable or  unstable. and controllable or uncontrollable might not be universal. For exarnple. 

bbfamily" which is an important attribution for a majority of immigrant parents is considered 

extemal, stable, and uncontrollable fiom the perspective of attribution theory. Considenng that 

immigrant parents are in the process of adjustment to a new culture, they rnay not consider 

factors related to family as stable facton. They may also think that they will be in control of 

these factors when they adjun and succeed culturally, linguistically, and financially. More 

importandy, "family" might not be considered as an extemal attribution by parents who have 
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corne Eom a pIuraIist culture. In such cultures the success or falure of one person in a family is 

considered to be a success or failure for the whole family. Therefore, it is more realistic to 

consider that the nature of the attribution dimensions is continuous rather than bipolar. Further 

research should expand this investigation to include the eaent to which "farnily" factors are 

considered interna1 or extemal by Iranian immigrant mothers. 

The findings of the third study confirm previous research, indicating that emotional 

responses are attribution-based. However, the results also suggea that emotional responses are 

not universal. The type and intensity of emotions triggered by different attributions might be both 

different and similar across cultures. The results suggest that the intensity and type of emotional 

responses are related to the perceived importance of the event. For example, lranian mothers 

experience sadness in response to attribution of failure to ability whereas, Iranian-Canadian 

rnothers experience sympathy. 

In sum. in relation to attribution theory, the findings of this series of studies suggest that 

it is essential to examine beliefs about academic outcomes prior to examining attributions about 

these outcornes. Second, appropriate methodologies such as interviews should be utilized to 

identiq attributions. Third, the main attributions are not lirnited to the fou. attributions identified 

by Weiner (1 979: 1985; 1986). and different attributions are important in different cultures. For 

exarnple, in the present study "family" and "interest" emerged as important attributions for 

Itanian immigrants. Finally, the types and intensity of emotions are not universai; parents in 

different cultures might display different emotions in relation to an outcome (e.g., sadness 

instead of sympathy when amibuting failure to lack of ability); and the intensity associated with 

emotions may also Vary across cultures. 



Contn'butlons to Acculturation Theorv 

Another important finding emerging fiom these three related studies is that, regardless of 

age, people who go through acculturation process undergo subtle changes in their beliefs, 

attributions, and emotions. At least in the short term (e.g., fint generation immigrants) these 

changes do not necessarily result in beliefs. attributions. and emotions that are similar to North 

Americans. Rather they cm be seen as an interaction between the person's charactenstics and the 

environmental and cultunl circumstances, in both the old and the new cultures. These changes 

might be temporary or permanent. depending on the socioîultural factors. 

These studies were not drsigned to specifically identify the acculturation strategies 

adapted by Iranian immigrants. Rather they were aimed at investigating the process of change 

that people go through in ternis of beliefs, attributions, and exnotional responses related to 

academic outcornes, as the result of moving to another culture, namely. the process known as 

acculturation. However, with regard to the acculturation strategies suggested by Berry and Sam 

(1997), the following conclusions cm be drawn: Fint, most Iranian immigrant mothen and 

students under90 change. as indicated by significant differences bebveen them and the Iranian 

participants. This suggests that from the four acculturation strategies identified by Berry and Sam 

(1997). separation strategy is not the dominant strategy for Iranian immigrants. Second, 

comparing the findings of the present research with the results of the overwheiming research on 

academic attributions in Western culture indicates that these changes are not in the direction of 

assimilation into the host culture in the case of Iranian immigrant mothen. Since the immigrant 

mothm' attributions are different fmm both typical North Americans' attributions and those of 

Iraniaas, they could not be interpreted as integration either. 
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Yokota-Adachi (MW) adopted the defiXiton of integration by Berry and Sam (1997) in 

interpreting the acculturation strategy of Japanese immigrants. She labeled the acculturation 

strategy of Japanese immigrant as integration when there was no significant difference between 

immigrants beliefs and either Japanese nor Canadian beliefs. Taking this defînition might lead us 

to suggest that the changes in Iranian immigrant mothers which have resulted in their becoming 

different from both North Americans and Iranians is a sign of adopting a marghalization 

strategy. However. this seems to be an unrealistic interpretation of the changes which have 

occurred in immigrants' beliefs because their attributions are not similar but are related to the 

Iranian mothen' attributions. For example, although immigrants' attributions changed from 

attribution to "effort" to attribution to "famiiy". the mothea' explanation indicate that family 

factors are considered to be important because they could result in more or less effort by a child. 

Therefore, another category for acculturation strategy might be needed. particularly when it 

cornes to beliefs and attributions. It seems unrealistic to think about beliefs as an additive 

concept, where people adhere to an old set of beliefs and add a new set of beliefs to the old ones. 

as is suggested bp the definition of integration by Berry and Sam (1 997). 

The results of the present studies suggest that a new acculturation strategy which involves 

an interaction benveen the old and the new sets of beliefs should be added to the four strategies 

suggested by Berry and Sam (1997). 1 would, therefore, suggest that Iranian immigrant mothen 

take an interactive strategy as their acculturation strategy. At the same tirne, the children of 

immigrants adopt an assimilation strategy by atîributing theù success and failure to interest and 

ability. Although interest is not one of the main attributions in Weiner's attribution theory, more 

recent midies have identified interest as an important attribution in North American culture for 



junior-high school students (Vispoel b: Austin, 1995). 

The relationshi~ between mothers' and children's beliefs and attributions 

#en comparing parents' beliefs with their children's beliefs, it is noticeable that 

children and parents view acadernic success and failure in a similar manner. While the majority 

of Iranian mothers and children defined academic outcornes as product-based, the majority of 

Iranian-Canadian mothen and children defmed both success and fairure as process-based This 

similmity declines though, particularly for the immigrant groups, when we compare them at a 

more specific level. on their attributions of success and failure. While. the majority of Iranian 

mothers and students attribue academic success and failure to effort, the attributions of Iranian- 

Canadian mothen and their children are not similar. The main attributions for immigrant 

students are either interest, or effort. or ability, but the main attribution for the majority of 

immigrant mothers is farnily, and only for a smdl group of immigrant mothers are interest or 

ability the most important attributions. 

Similarity between immigrant mothen on their beliefs might br an indication of parents' 

attitudes affecting their children's attitudes at a general level. beliefs. However, immigrant 

ehildren are l a s  affectai by k i r  parents itt attribution k v d .  This finding is in line with the 

results of Yokota-Adachi and Geva (1999) indicating that similarities and differences in beliefs 

might be a function of the "laser of beliefs". These authors found that Japanese-Canadian 

parents' and teachen' beliefs are similar at a pneral level but not at a specific level. 



Implications 

Research implication 

The findings of this research suggest that in order to develop a theory of attribution 

applicable across cultures. methodologies such as interviews, which capture attitudes more 

comprehensively. should be used. This is particularly important when it cornes to crossîultural 

studies. 

The results of this research undencore the need and importance of carrying out research 

designed to improve the academic performance of immigrant children. The results of this snidy 

cannot be generalized to other immigrant groups. However, it can be used as a fnundation to 

investigate the beliefs and attributions of other minorities. This line of research will help to 

develop a culture fair theory of attributions. 

Attributions are important aspects of people's beliefs. It is not only important in people's 

achievernent but also in other aspects of their lives such as social adjustment and mental health. 

Therefore. it is important to investigate the attributions of immigrant groups in order to help 

them adjust to the new culture. In addition. any assurnptions might be incorrect for this group 

prior to the investigation of their attributions. 

Furthemore. based on the information resulting fiom diis research, it appears that 

acculturation strategies are not limited to the four sadtegies identifiai by Berry and Sam (1 997). 

The expansion of this theory of acculturation. by adding a new accuin~ation strategy suggested 

by the present research. makes it appIicable to different domains such as achievement, mental 
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heaith, and sociai adjustment. 

Lastly, the results of these midies indicate that research on people fiom one ethnic 

background living in different cultures undencores the effects of socio-cultural factors on 

people's beliefs. attributions. and emotions. Cross-cultural studies should pay more attention to 

this line of mearch which has been overlooked in the pas. 

Clinicai implications 

The importance of diversity informed practice has been discussed extensively by Geva, 

Barsky, and Westemoff(2000). The findings of the present studies inforrn professionals in 

mental health, education, and other related areas about Iranian immigrant rncthea' beliefs, 

attributions, and emotions. Attribution of children's success and failure to "family" by mothers 

infom mental health professionals about the potential sources of stress, as well as sources of 

support system in this group. In other words. these findings may make professionals able to have 

an insight when dealing with Iranian immigrant clients or other sirnilar groups for this matter. 

Brislin and Yoshida (1994) have identified four elements of cultural training program for 

clinical psychologists including: awareness of own culture. knowledge of other cultures. coping 

with other culturer and c u i t d l y  appropriare behaviom The results of these snidies. in line 

with previous research (e.g., Berry, 1992), suggest that immigrant groups are also diflerent fiom 

their people living in their home country. Therefore, when training professionals about other 

cultures, the focus should be on the cultures of immigrant groups as the distinctive cultures. 

Clinicians should also be aware of the different dynamics in parents' and children's 

acculturation. ïhese differences could be a source of conflicts in immigrant families. The 
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fhdings of the present research inform family therapists about two different acculturation 

processes in mothen and children. These differences should be taken into account in therapy 

sessions. 

In order to help Iranian newcomers. information sessions about the different aspects of 

life in Canada should be arranged. From the findings of this research two lines of information 

should be incorporated in these sessions. First, parents should be informed about the dynamics of 

social systems such as the educational system. Second, parents should be informed about the 

dynamics in immigrant families. They should be aware that children rnay go through a path 

which is different fiorn their parents. This awareness may help to reduce parents' anxiety and 

family conflicts, to make informed decisions about their children's education, and to have a 

positive attitude about the educational system and as the result to adjust to the fiew culture 

smoothiy . 

Educational implication 

Beliefs are perceived as important guides for how parents' actions influence interactions 

with their children. From the point of view of crosstultural psychologists interested in 

education. it is imperative to understand immigrant people's beliefs. wbat function they serve 

and their effects on their children and their academic achievement. 

If the educational system is to successfully address the needs of various immigrant groups 

in any society, it is important to know how parents h m  different countries view their own d e s  

and teachea' roles in facilitating educational attainment. In this regard, there arp usually two 

assumptions. One group assumes that immigrants' beliefs are similar to the beliefs of people in 
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their home culture. The second group assumes that immigrants' beliefs are similar to those of 

people in the host culture. The results of this research suggest that immigrants' beliefs are unique 

and might be different from both the home and the host culture. It is hoped that the results of this 

nsearch may help teachers to undentand immigrant students and their parents. This m3y 

eventually result in better communication between teachers and snidents and their parents. 



Limitations and sugaestions for M e r  research 

Since interviews with both mothers and children are very t h e  consuming, in addition to 

having a limited budget, the sample size for the present research was not very large. Utilizing the 

findings fiom these studies, and modiqing the design, can help to replicate this research with a 

larger sample as well as with other cultural groups. 

With regard to the third study. although significant differences were observed between 

Iranian and Iranian-Canadian mothen on their emotional responses, one limitation is that in 

constnicting the vignettes, the four main attributions introduced by Weiner (1 979) were assumed 

to be the main attributions. This was because the data was collected sirnultaneously for the three 

studies and the findings of the fint study could not be applied to the scale for the third study. 

Therefore, al1 the emotional responses were measured as responses to these attributions and the 

observed similarities and differences are ody in response to these attributions. As it tumed out. 

of the four attributions task difficulty and luck were not important attributions for Iranian and 

Iranian-Canadian mothen and only effort was the major attribution for Iranian mothers. In fact. 

other important attributions such as farnily and interest were not included in the measure of 

emotional responses. A scale including al1 the important attributions might have been more 

sensitive in assessing mothea' emotional responses as the result of their attributions. Further 

research is needed to investigate the effects of culturai factors on mothen' emotional responses 

to additional attributions. 

The findings of these studies were compared mostly with the findings of research in 

United States of America. Considering the uniqueness of Canada as a multicultuial society, it 
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wouïd be more appropriate to coîïect data fiom Canada rather than assuming that fmdiags in the 

USA can be generalized to Canada. 

As a M e r  stage of examining attribution theory in a crossîultural context, other 

aspects of the theory such as motivation, academic achievement and the relationship between al1 

these aspects should be investigated in a cross-cultural context. However, constnicting an 

instnunent for assessing academic achievement applicable to different cultures with different 

languages will remain a challenge. 
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Appendix A 

Consent fonn 



Appendix B 

Background Questionnaire 



Appendlx C 

Translation of the Interview Questions 

1. How do you define school success? 

2. How do you define school failure? 

3. In your opinion what are the reasons for being a successful student? 

4. In your opinion what are the reasons for not being a successful student (for a student's 

failure)? 

5. When your child succeeds in school, what could the reason(s) be? 

6. When your child does not do well (fails) in school, what could the reason(s) be? 



Appendix D 

Emotionai Reaction Scale 

















Appenduc E 

Emotions in English and Persian 

( S ~ p a t h ~ ) d  aJw 

(AWY) jb 

(Satisfied) +s 

WY) jy 

(Guift) 

(Happy) Jk+ 

(Empathy J w 

(PW) r;i 

(Enjoy) 22 

(Sad) p 
(Shame) >A+ 

(Pride) &il 



Appendix F 

Attribution factors in English and Penian 

(Effort) _=u; 

(Ability) 2; j b l ~  

(Task diffiarity) &ÜI 

(Luck) &li 

(1 nterest ) +,xi~ 

(SC~OO~) 

(Teacher) +. 
(Peen) 

(Family) .iI+L; 

(Persistenœ) .K+ 

(Attentiveness) 




