
Responsibility in the Classroom: 
A Synthesis of Research 
on Teaching Self-Control

Students can leam to take 
responsibility for their own behavior.

LINDA M. ANDERSON AND RICHARD S. PRAWAT

I t is a common perception that stu 
dents receive less guidance today 
from home, church, and communi 

ty than they did in the past. Regardless 
of its truth, this idea has contributed to 
increased expectations for the socializa 
tion role the public schools should play. 
Through socialization, children acquire 
the work and social skills that enable 
them to function effectively in the class 
room, and, later, in the work place. 
Unfortunately, however, not much is 
known about the socialization process as 
it unfolds in school. For the past two 
years, we have been studying the role 
teachers play in this process, and it is 
clear that teachers see two key aspects of 
socialization—fostering work and social 
responsibility—as important education 
al goals.

What Is Responsibility in the 
Classroom?

Responsibility is a complex concept 
involving a number of related issues, 
such as accountability and control, 
which psychologists have thought about

and studied for some time. Skinner 
(1971), for example, maintains that in 
dividuals are held accountable for what 
they do (that is, praised or blamed) only 
if there is no obvious external factor 
controlling the behavior. Perception of 
control is an important factor in re 
sponding to one's own behavior as well. 
Individuals who feel in control are 
much more willing to accept responsi-
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bility for their own behavior. In the 
classroom, responsible behavior in 
volves self-regulation and self-control by 
students. Students behave appropriately 
in large part because they have internal 
ized standards of conduct and know how 
to meet those standards.

Responsibility has both visible com 
ponents (behavior) and invisible compo 
nents (cognition, affect, and attitude). 
We have chosen to emphasize the cog 
nitive components (beliefs, knowledge, 
and strategies) because we believe that 
they distinguish truly self-regulated, re 
sponsible behavior from behavior that is 
more dependent on external cues and 
consequences. One can behave appro 
priately without behaving responsibly. 
For example, students may persist in 
finishing tasks without distracting others 
because they want to earn points for free 
time, or because they believe it is im 
portant to complete a job. The latter 
reasoning reflects a sense of responsibil 
ity, but the behavior looks the same in 
either case.

In classrooms, responsibility has two
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major components: individual work re 
sponsibility (doing one's work indepen 
dently and staying on task), and social 
responsibility (sharing resources fairly 
and interacting with others in a socially 
positive manner). These two compo 
nents reflect the dual nature of the 
student role.

The existing research does not address 
all forms of student responsibility; in 
fact, most of it has focused on the self- 
control of attention and on-task behav 
ior, reflecting individual work responsi 
bility, and on dealing with conflict with 
peers, reflecting social responsibility. In 
addition, many of the studies were done 
in laboratory settings, not classrooms, 
although several involved students who 
were having problems in the classroom. 
Despite these limitations, the research 
reviewed here suggests that teachers can 
influence children's thinking in ways 
that will support the development of 
greater self-control and thus greater re 
sponsibility for themselves.

Perceptions of Self-Control
Despite the adage "nothing succeeds 
like success," recent psychological re 
search suggests that for students, the 
effect of success on later performance 
depends on students' understanding of 
why they succeeded (or failed) and 
whether they had control over the out 
come.

There have been several theoretical 
approaches to the study of perceptions of 
control. In most cases, students with a 
stronger sense of personal control over 
outcomes are higher achievers who ac 
cept more responsibility for their 
achievement (Stipek and Weisz, 1981). 
Harter and Connell (1981) determined 
that students' understanding of the 
sources of control (either external or 
internal) was important in determining 
achievement, self-concept, and a sense 
of intrinsic motivation. In a study of task 
persistence, Andrews and Debus (1978) 
found that more persistent students ex 
plained their failures as resulting from a 
lack of effort—something they could 
control—rather than a lack of ability or 
the difficulty of the task.

This last finding illustrates attribution 
theory (Weincr, 1979), which provides 
several useful concepts for examining 
students' sense of control as it varies 
across situations, rather than viewing it 
as a general personality trait that resists 
change.

According to Weiner (1979), four

explanations are commonly given for 
success and failure: ability, effort, luck, 
and task difficulty. Depending on 
whether we succeed or fail, these differ 
ing explanations will affect how much 
we expect to succeed at similar tasks in 
the future, and our expectations will, in 
turn, affect the effort we are willing to 
expend. The most important implica 
tion of this theory for student responsi 
bility is that attributing success or failure 
to effort i s likely to lead to further effort 
in the future. Attributing performance 
to personal effort impljes that the stu 
dent feels internal control over the out 
come and expects to succeed in similar 
future situations if enough effort is ex 
pended. But when success or failure is 
attributed to ability, luck, or task diffi 
culty, students arc less likely to feel 
control over the outcomes of tasks and 
will expect greater effort in the nature to 
make little difference.

While most of the attribution re 
search has been concerned with aca 
demic situations, recent work has also 
examined interpersonal problem-solv 
ing situations. For example, Goetz and 
Dweck (1980) determined that the chil 
dren least able to cope with social rejec 
tion were those who emphasized per 
sonal incompetence as its cause, as 
opposed to effort or misunderstanding 
that can be overcome with effort.

In both work and social skills, there 
fore, it is more desirable for students to 
learn to attribute their performance to 
their own effort, rather than to causes 
they cannot control. There are, howev 
er, vast individual differences among 
students in the degree to which they 
attribute past outcomes to effort, and 
therefore the degree to which they as 
sume responsibility and exert effort on 
similar tasks. In several studies, re 
searchers have attempted "attribution 
retraining" with children who do not 
feel a sense of responsibility or control. 
The goal in all cases was to increase the 
number of times children attributed 
their successes and failures to their own 
efforts. In some cases, persistence on 
tasks was also assessed.

These studies involved children in 
upper elementary and junior high 
grades, and one involved students in a 
special education facility. The methods 
included ample reinforcement of spon 
taneous effort attributions (Andrews and 
Debus, 1978); statements by experi 
menters that "you tried" following suc 
cess or "you should have tried harder"

following failure (Dweck, 1975; 
Rhodes, 1977; Chapin and Dyck, 1976); 
and teaching the student to repeat such 
statements following success and failure 
(Fowler and Peterson, 1981; Reiher and 
Dembo, 1981). In all of these studies, at 
least some of the desired effects were 
achieved.

Because these studies were conducted 
in laboratory settings, their findings do 
not necessarily apply to the classroom; 
but many of the studies did use school- 
like tasks, such as persistence in spelling 
words (Reiher and Dembo, 1981) or 
math problems (Dweck, 1975). Further, 
while attribution retraining has not been 
tried in the social domain, there is no 
reason to think that it will not contribute 
to this aspect of socialization as well.

Applications and Limitations in the 
Classroom
There is an appealing logic to the argu 
ment that we should encourage students 
to attribute outcomes to effort. Many of 
the techniques described in these studies 
are relatively easy for teachers to adapt 
and use, such as modeling statements 
about trying hard, emphasizing to stu 
dents the importance of effort, pointing 
out to them the relationship between 
their own efforts and outcomes, praising 
students for articulating similar state 
ments, and suggesting that they deliber 
ately make such statements to them 
selves following successes or failures.

Despite the appeal of the argument 
and the ease of the techniques, there are 
two important limitations to this re 
search. The first is that students' general 
cognitive development will affect their 
understanding of self-control. Very 
young children (under seven) do not 
have a clear understanding of the cause- 
and-effect relationship between effort 
and outcome (Nicholls, 1978). Chil 
dren in the early primary grades usually 
believe that conduct and work habits are 
determined by both ability- and effort, 
which they cannot distinguish. This 
superficial appraisal may make them 
less likely to recognize when true men 
tal effort is being made in the learning 
process (Blumenfeld and others, 1981; 
Stipek, 1981). Such work suggests that 
young students will not benefit from 
extensive attributional retraining. More 
over, there is an added developmental 
problem in the social domain, accord 
ing to Harter (1982). Young children do 
not think about the social domain in 
quite the same way as they do the
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"Part of knowing 
how to control 
one's behavior is 
knowing when it 
meets standards of 
appropriateness and 
when it does not"

cognitive and physical domains: they do 
not view it as a skill domain where effort 
at applying skills could make a differ 
ence.

The second important limitation is 
that attributing success or failure to 
effort is not always reasonable if tasks are 
too difficult. Indeed, emphasizing the 
role of effort and self-control in the 
classroom when students were working 
at tasks beyond their abilities can only 
increase their frustration and loss of self- 
esteem and inhibit their responsible be 
havior (King, 1981; Anderson, in press). 
Attributions for success and failure be 
come important only when one pos 
sesses the necessary skills but is not 
making sufficient effort to apply those 
skills.

Skills and Strategies for Self-Control
Patterson (1981) states that young chil 
dren (and, presumably, less skilled chil 
dren at any age) are often unfamiliar 
with strategies for controlling their own 
behavior. Although some students spon 
taneously develop the necessary knowl 
edge to control themselves, others do 
not and must be taught methods of self- 
control. Patterson reviews research in 
this area and concludes that when chil 
dren have been taught self-control suc 
cessfully, it is because they have been 
taught some way of thinking differently 
about the situation.

Research in this area can be orga 
nized according to three primary ap 
proaches: monitoring one's own behav 
ior, intervention through self-talk, and 
learning to apply a problem-solving rou 
tine.

Self-Monitoring. Part of knowing 
how to control one's behavior is know 
ing when it meets standards of appropri 
ateness and when it does not. If students 
do not know how to assess their behav 
ior, they cannot responsibly control it. 
In several classroom-based studies, stu 
dents were taught to monitor their be 
havior and indicate on a form whether 
or not they were behaving appropriately 
when signals were given at random in 
tervals. In most cases, the rate of appro 
priate behavior increased significantly as 
a result of students'self-evaluation. This 
was true whether or not the students' 
records were compared to those of an 
observer or the teacher, and it was true 
whether or not the records were tied to a 
reward (Glynn and Thomas, 1974; 
Glynn, Thomas, and Shee, 1973; 
McLaughlin and Gnagey, 1981;

O'Leary and Dubey, 1979; Roberts and 
Nelson, in press; Rosenbaum and Drab- 
man 1979; and Sagotsky, Patterson, and 
Lepper, 1978). These studies were per 
formed across several grade levels and 
one (McLaughlin and Gnagey, 1981) 
included special education students.

The study by Glynn and Thomas 
(1974) demonstrates the importance of 
clear standards if a self-monitoring pro 
gram is to be effective. They introduced 
such a system in a classroom where the 
teacher often interrupted the students 
during seatwork but was unclear about 
when they were to resume their 
seatwork rather than continuing to pay 
attention to him. Only after a simple 
cueing system was established did self- 
monitoring actually help the students. 
The cueing system required the teacher 
to flip a card to indicate whether appro 
priate behavior was watching the teach 
er and refraining from writing, or doing 
the work on one's desk. With this clarifi 
cation, students were able to use the 
self-monitoring system with good re 
sults. This suggests that the teacher's 
role in making the classroom environ 
ment predictable and the standards clear 
is critical if students are to learn to 
control their own behavior.

Self-Talk for Self-Control. I t is com 
monly but mistakenly assumed that talk 
ing to oneself is a sign of instability. We 
all do it at times, especially when acute 
concentration is required. In such cases, 
we are spontaneously using a technique 
that has been applied in several inter 
vention studies in which,children have 
been taught to talk to themselves as a 
way of focusing attention and guiding 
behavior.

Meichenbaum (1977) developed a 
general self-talk procedure that has been 
successfully applied in several studies. 
In this procedure, an adult models how 
to perform a task while talking aloud 
about the steps required. The content of 
the self-talk represents a detailed, step- 
by-step analysis of the task. The child 
first performs the task while an adult 
speaks the directions, then performs the 
task while saying the directions aloud. 
Gradually, the child is taught to whisper 
and then to think the directions silently.

Many studies at several grade levels 
(including preschool and college) have 
used self-talk techniques (reviewed in 
Meichenbaum, 1977; Mischel and Pat 
terson, 1978; and Pressley, 1979). Un 
like the self-monitoring studies, most of 
these studies were done in the labora-
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tory, not the classroom, and often in 
volved novel tasks that would not be 
performed in the classroom. Success 
with these techniques in other applied 
settings (especially clinical settings), 
however, suggests that they could be 
adapted and used successfully in the 
classroom as well. Indeed, a commer 
cial program called "Think Aloud" 
(Bash and Camp, 1981) has developed 
specific lesson plans and activities for 
teaching children self-talk strategies to 
be used in the classroom.

Routines for Problem Solving. There 
are more and less effective ways of han 
dling problems, in both the work and 
the social areas, and these ways can be 
defined as routines, or sequences of 
skills that involve both thought and 
action. In general, effective problem 
solving involves: (1) the ability to recog 
nize and admit that a problem exists; (2) 
the ability to generate a number of 
alternative solutions to the problem and

to weigh the advantages and disadvan 
tages of each; and (3) the ability to take 
action. This last step also has an impor 
tant cognitive component, which has 
been characterized by Spivak, Platt, and 
Shure (1976) as "means-ends thinking." 
Means-ends thinking involves the abili 
ty to plan a series of actions that move 
one toward a specific goal, taking into 
account potential obstacles and a realis 
tic time frame.

To date, most of the research on 
problem-solving skills has been done in 
the social area. This research suggests 
that children who are better social prob 
lem solvers accept more responsibility 
for their social behavior and are rated 
higher by teachers in terms of their 
social adjustment (Spivak, Platt, and 
Shurc, 1976).

A number of studies have demon 
strated that it is possible to train children 
to use social problem-solving tech 
niques (Urbain and Kendall, 1980). For

Highlights from Research on 
Teaching Self-Control

Adults can help students become more responsible by teaching them 
new ways of thinking about self-control. The research summarized 
here suggests that:

• If students do not feel a sense of control over the outcomes of 
their actions, they will not exert much effort or assume much responsi 
bility for what they do.

• It is not enough for students to simply believe they can exert 
control, however. They must also have the right skills—such as talking 
themselves through a task, monitoring their own behavior, and learn 
ing problem-solving routines.

• When students attribute their success (or failure) on a particular 
task to the amount of personal effort they put into the task, they are 
more likely to try harder in similar situations in the future.

• Children who believe their own incompetence—rather than ef 
fort—is the cause of social rejection have a hard time coping with that 
rejection.

• Many students can be taught to attribute their success or failure at 
a task to effort, instead of to luck, ability, or the difficulty of the task. 
Very young children, however, cannot distinguish between effort and 
ability.
Resource Information Service (RIS) provides ASCD members access to 
research and sources of information on selected topics. The informa 
tion is available through RIS-sponsored research syntheses, the RIS 
column in Update, and the quarterly publication Curriculum Update.

example, Zahavi and Asher (1978) in 
structed aggressive nursery school chil 
dren in the use of "alternative thinking" 
in interpersonal problem situations, and 
the children subsequently showed less 
aggressive behavior than did children 
who had not been so instructed. Train 
ing studies of this sort also show that 
when children's social problem-solving 
ability is enhanced, their sense of being 
"in control" in social situations is also 
enhanced (Spivak, Platt, and Shure, 
1976).

Conclusion
There is general agreement that in 

creasing students' responsibility is desir 
able, but there are many questions 
about how to accomplish that goal. 
These questions often revolve around 
assignment of responsibility for student 
behavior to either the teacher, who 
controls by manipulating consequences, 
or the student, who exerts internal con 
trol. It is often assumed that the major 
issue is how much responsibility should 
be "given" to students through more 
choices and accountability.

Although opportunities to exert re 
sponsibility arc an important factor to 
consider, this review suggests that teach 
ers can do more than "give away" re 
sponsibility in order to encourage it. 
They can also help students change 
their perceptions of control and their 
cognitive strategies for exerting it. "Giv 
ing" responsibility to students without 
providing this kind of instruction will 
lead many students to fail. In short, 
teachers must first accept responsibility 
before they can ask students to accept 
it.D
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