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AN ATTRIBUTIONAL PERSPECTIVE
ON MOTIVATION IN ETHNIC
MINORITY YOUTH

Sandra Graham

Almost 30 years ago (Graham, 1988), I published an article with the title “Can
Attribution Theory Tell Us Something About Motivation in Blacks?” That article
appeared early in my academic career and still relatively early in the development
of an attributional theory of motivation. But as an intellectually still maturing
scholar conducting motivation research with an emergent theory, it was evident
to me even in 1988 that many of our concerns about motivational patterns of
African American youth—such as the relationships between self-esteem and aca-
demic achievement, expectations and aspirations, perceptions of powerful others,
and coping with academic failure—were amenable to attributional analyses. We
were just scratching the surface at the time.

In this chapter, I draw on my history as an attribution researcher for more
than 30 years to describe some of my research that has used attribution theory as
a framework for addressing the achievement motivation and social outcomes of
ethnic minority youth, with a particular focus in some cases on African Amer-
ican youth. Researchers who study academic and social outcomes of ethnic
minority youth are often studying challenges of enormous complexity—for
€Xample, the racial achievement gap and, increasingly, the racial discipline gap.
[ want to make the case that a good theory can help us manage some of that
complexity. A good theory can help us choose the research problems that we
Stu‘dy’ frame those problems as questions that can be empirically studied, and
iliicr’;‘r thinking about char.1ge. My goal is to illus.trate some of the ways i.n

¥ research uses an attributional lens to shed light on the school experi-

€nc g : : ‘
bettes S Plbmic minority youth and how we can help make those experiences
er.
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Stewart, Daniels, & Perry, 2011). Causal search can therefore help us impose order
on an unpredictable environment.
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Three causal dimensions have been identified with some certainty. These are
ternal or external to the individual; stability, which

varying over time; and controllability, or whct}‘mr
uence. All causes theoretically are classified

locus, or whether a cause 1 in
designates a cause as constant or
a cause is subject to volitional infl

according to each of these dimensions. For example, ability is typically perceived

as internal, stable, and uncontrollable. When we attribute our failure to low ability,

we tend to see this as a characteristic of ourselves, enduring over tume, and beyond
personal control. Effort, on the other hand, is also internal but unstable and con-
trollable. Failure attributed to insufficient effort indicates a personal characteristic

that is modifiable by one’s own volitional behavior. :
Each dimension is uniquely related to a set of cognitive, emotional, and be.hav.—
ioral consequences. As shown in Figure 2.1, the locus dimension of causality is
related to self-esteem and esteem-related emotions like pride and shame. We feel
more pride and shame when we succeed or fail because of internal rather than
external causes. The stability dimension affects subjective expectancy about future
success and failure. When achievement failure is attributed to a stable cause, such
as low aptitude, one is more likely to expect the same outcome to occur again
than when the cause is an unstable factor, such as lack of effort. These relations
between the causal dimension of locus and stability and affect and expectancy are
especially pertinent to the intrapersonal component of attribution theory (how
I feel about myself: top right quadrant of Figure 21
As the third dimension of causality, causal controllability relates largely to per-
ceived responsibility in others and therefore is linked to a set of interpersonal
cognitive, emotional, and behavioral consequences that are directed toward other
people. These relations are depicted in the bottom right quadrant of Figure 2.1.
When other people’s failures are perceived as caused by controllable factors—the
person is responsible—such as lack of effort, this elicits anger, retaliation, punish-
ment, or withholding of help. For example, the able-bodied welfare recipient
who refuses to work tends to elicit anger from taxpayers because that person 1s
perceived as responsible for their plight. Others’ failures perceived as caused by
uncontrollable factors—the person is not responsible—evokes sympathy or pity
and the desire to help. We tend to pity the physically disabled person and want to
help because they are perceived as not responsible for their plight. These linkages
suggest a particular set of relations between attributions, emotions, and behavior.
Our gausal Fhoughts tell us how to feel and our feelings in turn guide behavior.
Wth t}'us overview of the theory as a guide, I now describe four programs
of attribution .resear.ch that capture parts of the intrapersonal and interpcrsonal
sequences depicted in Figure 2.1. First, I turn to causal antecedents and describe
how teacher feedback can indirectly communicate a low ability attribution.
Next, l. turn to the conseguences of causal controllability (responsibility) as
[ describe research on African American boys labeled as aggressive and our
efforts to change their maladaptive attributions about responsibility in others.
Because children labeled as aggressive are at risk for involvement in the juvenile
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justice system, I then examine the controllability attributions that adults in
that system make about adolescent offenders and how these attributions might
help us understand racial disparities in the treatment of juvenile offenders. And
finally I return to intrapersonal processes to study the attributions of victimized
youth and how the school racial context can be an antecedent to particular
attributions.

Teacher Feedback as an Attributional Antecedent

How do perceivers arrive at the attributions that they make about themselves or
other people? One source of attributional information, particularly about effort
and ability and especially relevant to motivation in school, is feedback from teach-
ers. Teachers no doubt often directly and intentionally tell their students that they
did not put forth enough effort, for trying hard has moral implications and is
certainly compatible with the work ethic espoused in school. Although teach-
ers typically do not intentionally tell their students that they are low in ability,
this attributional information may be subtly, indirectly, and even unknowingly
conveyed.

In a series of laboratory-experimental studies, we drew on basic attribution
principles to document that three seemingly positive teacher behaviors can indi-
rectly function as low ability cues (see Graham, 1990). The particular behaviors
examined in these studies were communicated sympathy following failure; unso-
licited offers of help; and the giving of praise following success, particularly at
easy tasks.

We know from attribution theory that failure attributed to uncontrollable fac-
tors such as lack of ability elicits sympathy from others, and sympathy, in turn, pro-
motes offers of help. This is in contrast to failure attributed to controllable causes
such as lack of effort, which tends to evoke anger and the withholding of help.
Now suppose that a teacher does respond with sympathy versus anger toward a
failing student or with an unsolicited offer of help rather than neglect. It might be
the case that students will then use these affective and behavioral displays to infer
the teacher’s attribution and his or her own self-ascription for failure.

We tested the attribution cue function of expressed sympathy and anger in a
laboratory task involving manipulated failure (Graham, 1984). About 180 sixth-
81'_3de African American and White students were given four trials of repeated
iggte on a novel puzzle-solving task. The puzzles were tangrams re.quiring t.he
s :grllt to construct geometric forms from sets of seven pieces (five dlﬁjerent—sue
%5 11?5’ ’ P % rhf)m_boid). Each form to be constructed was 'd.eplcted ona
- :}r: Cafd th.h no indication of how the piece fit together. PartlcxpanFs had to
Vo :Pl‘eces in place to match a design within a ljmit.ed. amou.nt of time—in
Y mmute.A'll thf Ruzzles were solvable but not wnh?n 1 minute based on
veyed eithng. F(?llowmg failure,” a female experimenter posing as a teacher. con-

er mild sympathy, anger, or no affect. Children were randomly assigned
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S m’ i 7 low ability and lack of effort as a function
Figure 2.2 shows the attrlbutlf)ns to lo . o
of the affect condition. The findings Welrj t 5‘ e VORI B
: ici e combined. )
White participants, sO the data ar : s ik -
: : : 1 tlupants 1in the sym
‘ ” butional information. Par
£ “teachers” communicated attr1 o o :
. iti likely to attribute their failure to low ability. In the
pathy condition were more LKely ok S
iti he other conditions attributions to lack of eftort
anger condition, compared to the o 308 : e
were elevated. Thus, as predicted, a teacher display of sympathy ca )
communicate low ability information. : o 2
Too much praise, like sympathy, can also function as a low abi ]tY cue. Two
attribution principles are relevant here. First, praise is related to perceived effort
expenditure in that the successful student who tries hard is maximally rewa.rded.
Second, effort and ability are often perceived as compensatory causes of achieve-
ment: in both success and failure, the higher one’s perceived effort, the lower
one’s perceived ability, and vice versa. Thus if two students achieve the same out-
come, often the one who tries harder (and is praised) is perceived as lower in
ability. George Barker and I had 5- to 12-year-old students watch videotapes of
two students solving math problems, and both got the exact same number right
(Barker & Graham, 1987). The teacher publically praised one student and gave
only neutral feedback to the other student. Participants were then asked to rate
the ability and effort of each student. It was documented that older students who
were praised for success at a relatively easy task were inferred to be lower in ability
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than their counterparts who received neutral feedback. In other words, the offer-
ing of praise following 'success, like communicated sympathy following failure,
functioned as low ability cue. Barker and I conducted a similar study in which
we manipulated whether a teacher offered unsolicited help to one student and
ignored the other (Graham & Barker, 1990). The student who was helped by the
reacher, like praise and sympathy, was a low ability cue.

[ believe these findings are just as relevant today to understanding some of the
motivational challenges of ethnic minority youth as they were when I carried
out the studies more than 20 years ago. Although not grounded in attributional
analyses, there 1s quite a bit of contemporary research from social psychologists
Jdocumenting how teacher behaviors similar to those I highlight can undermine
motivation and performance of ethnic minority students. For example, in research
on social stigma, African American students reported lower academic self-esteem
when they received what the authors called assumptive help (help that is given
without clear evidence of need) on an intelligence test from a White confeder-
ate than did their African American counterparts who received no such help
(Schneider, Major, Luhtanen, & Crocker, 1996). Consistent with our attributional
analysis, these authors proposed that help that is not requested can confirm a
“suspicion of inferiority” among African Americans who regularly confront the
negative stereotypes about their group’s intellectual abilities.

Too much praise and, by implication, too little criticism for poor performance
seems to be particularly directed toward ethnic minority students. For example,
Harber and colleagues have documented a “positive feedback bias,” defined as a
tendency for teachers to provide fewer critical comments to African American
and Latino students compared to White students with the same low achievement
(Harber et al., 2012). The teachers in Harber’s research appear to have been moti-
vated by egalitarian concerns about not appearing prejudiced and the desire to
protect the self-esteem of vulnerable minority students. The downside was that
the minority students were not the beneficiaries of ability-confirming construc-
tive feedback that communicated high expectations and more clarity about where
to exert effort.

In summary, principles from attribution theory help explain how some well-
intentioned teacher behaviors might sometimes function as low ability cues.
Teachers might be more likely to engage in such feedback patterns when they
desire to protect the self-esteem of failure-prone students. | am not suggesting
that teachers should never help their students or that they should always be angry
rather than sympathetic or critical as opposed to complimentary.The appropriate-
ness of any communication, or what has been labeled “wise” feedback (criticism
but with communicating high expectations; Yeager ¢t al., 2014), will depend on
Many factors, including the characteristics of both students and teachers. Rather,
thic‘:cml message is that attribution principles can facilitate our understandi.ng

some well-intentioned teacher behaviors can have unexpected negative

e e R
€ts on the motivation of ethnic minority students.
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Attributions of African American Boys
Labeled as Aggressive

jvati i ivation to describe a
In this section | integrate social motvation and academic motl

Uy rese\:mh x Afri'Caln Aarll)lziltcjglizjsl;etween perceived responsibility,
f attribution principles . pon .
Zzgijf: :nod retaliation.:s someone who began her career stl:dy;ng acadecrnil::ix:; orl:
vation, what led me to research on childhood aggression: 1 e answer I ‘np‘
I was at the time and continue to be concerned about the serious conseque u}:
of antisocial behavior for young African American males. Black males are m}lllc "
more likely than their White counterparts to be labeled as aggressive by te;c ers
and to be suspended or expelled from school for so—c;alled aggressive be av1o(§
(e.g., Howard, 2014). Furthermore, a large empirical literature has docu@ente
the stability of aggression from childhood to young adulthood as well as its rela-
tion to a host of negative outcomes including low academic achievement, school

beled as aggressive. Here I draw

dropout in adolescence, juvenile delinquency, and even adult criminality and psy-
chopathology (Dodge, Coie, & Lynam, 2006). And most of these known cor-
relates of childhood aggression are disproportionately prevalent among ethnic
minorities, particularly African American males. The 20-year-old Black male
dropout, inmate, or gang member is often the 10-year-old boy labeled as aggres-
sive by teachers and peers.

When I first became interested in aggression in the early 1990s, I was drawn
to the findings of developmental psychologists John Coie and Kenneth Dodge.
A very robust finding in the peer aggression literature is that aggressive youth (pri-
marily boys) display what is called a hostile attributional bias (Dodge et al., 2006).
Aggressive boys overattribute negative intent to others, particularly in situations
of ambiguously caused provocation. To illustrate, imagine a situation in which a
youngster experiences a social transgression, such as being pushed by a peer while
waiting in line, and it is unclear whether the peer’s behavior was intended or not.
Aggressive boys are more likely than their nonaggressive classmates to report that
the push occurred intentionally (“he did it on purpose,” he is responsible). Attribu-
tiOI’IIS to hostile intent 'then lead to anger and the desire to retaliate. Even among
socially competent children, the individual who believes that another acted with

hostile. intent can feel justified in endorsing aggressive behavior. This goes back
to basic atFrlbutlon principles depicted in Figure 2.1 about responsibility infer-
ences, feelings of anger, and their relations to p

i e : unitive behavior. The problem
i ‘ aggress%ve & 1.dren is that they often inappropriately or prematurely assume
hostile peer intent in ambiguous situations,

We sta;tend with the hosqle bias finding and embraced an attributional lens to
r_easonhas lo ows: If attributions to others’ negative intent instigate a set of reac-
: : SIAE ;
tions that leads to aggression, then it might be possible to train aggression-prone

childre _ : ‘ ;
dren to see ambiguous peer provocation as less intended. This should mitigate

anger as well as the tendency to react with hostility. By the early 1990s, there
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were many successful attribution change programs in the achievement domain—
(raining students to infer that failure was due to lack of effort rather than low abil-
ity or to unstable factors more generally (Wilson, Damiani, & Shelton, 2002). We
reasoned that the same principles of attribution change could apply to the social
Jomain and changing the perceived causes of others’ aggression.

In dissertation research, my student Cynthia Hudley developed a school-based
attributional intervention to alter the responsibility attributions of African Ameri-
can boys labeled as aggressive (Hudley & Graham, 1993). The fundamental goal
of the intervention was to train aggressive boys to accurately detect responsi-
bility and intentionality from social cues and to assume nonmalicious intent in
ambiguous situations. The specific curriculum, Brainpower, consisted of 12 lessons
clustered into three components. The first component strengthened aggressive
participants’ ability to detect others’ intentions accurately. To achieve these skills,
students learned to search for, interpret, and properly categorize the verbal, physi-
cal, and behavioral cues exhibited by others in social situations. After the partici-
pants gained skills in discerning social cues, the second component trained them
to attribute ambiguous negative outcomes (i.e., when social cues are inconsistent
or not interpretable) to uncontrollable or accidental causes. For example, students
role-played ambiguous peer interactions (e.g.,a peer spills your milk in the lunch-
room). Students then brainstormed possible causes for the actions, categorized
those causes as deliberate or unintentional, and then decided which attributions
would be good decisions given uncertainty about the peer’s intent. The third
component linked negative social outcomes to appropriate nonaggressive behav-
ioral responses. For example, lessons taught children to develop decision rules
for potentially dangerous situations (e.g.,“If someone threatens me, find an adult
right away™) to minimize the possibility of aggressive confrontations.

Brainpower was successful in changing the attributions and anger-related emo-
tions of African American boys labeled as aggressive (see Hudley, 2008). We iden-
tified a particular population of African American males labeled as aggressive. We
were able to conceptualize their status in terms of a motivational sequence relat-
ing feelings of anger to biased responsibility attributions and subsequent behavior.
And by changing their causal thinking, we were able to show changes in the feel-
ings and behavior that theoretically follow such thoughts. I think Brainpower may
SFi]l be one of few programs to document the success of an attributional interven-
tion with children in the social domain.
" The success of Brainpower encouraged us to think more broadly. Social behav-
11 problems and academic motivation problems often go hand in hand. Children
Who aggress against others often have histories of low achievement motivation,
::‘ll’l'c:erizcd by failing grades and schoo.l disengagement in gene.ral. So we bega'n

t}‘llnk about whether we could combine a focus on both social and academic
Zog;%n: an intervention that could both decreasej’ the motivation to aggress, as

“fatfipower, but also increase the motivation to achieve as pathways to improving
*9¢ial and academic outcomes.
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The intervention that we developed, titled Best Foot Forwqrd, was d | g. 5
Jabeled as aggressive by their teachers

elementary school children who have been ‘ g
and peers. It consisted of a 32_lesson curriculum with two separate

Jated components. The social skills component focuses on reducing the tefldct?cy'

to infer hostile intent in others. We elaborated on Brainpower by also considering
whether aggressive children are aware of the causal inferences th.at peers make
about them and whether they have the social skills to manage the impressions of
others through strategic account giving. Accounts are explanations or reasons for
social transgressions, and they include apology (confession), excuses, justifications,
and denials (Scott & Lyman, 1968).We included a set of lessons on account giving
following a social transgression. We wanted participants to learn the adaptiveness
of accepting responsibility for their own misdeeds (i.e., confession or apology) and
of honoring the accounts of others by displaying greater forgiveness toward others
who apologize for their transgressions.

The academic component of the intervention shifts the focus from holding
others responsible for social dilemmas to holding oneself responsible for academic
outcomes. That i’s, we use the same conceptual framework to guide both the social

R S ; . ny so‘c1.a‘ contexts, an individual is faced
::)ltlack of gffort follow(i):; ;'(a)ilgilsrcer)1 oer rteospr(rtlts(l)blhftY forh(i) utCOm(?s t? Fhe self (e.g.,
be held responsible (e.g., low aptitud rs i g ch the 1n.dl.v1dual cannot

ess, :;ﬁ'ectivf rejctllr)x:ot:) tte oo ine). That decision influences
ask performance, and subsequent

f-responsibility is the more
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FE, havin; 7t Fasi? pe S €IS as most aggressive and by their teach
¢ : ir teach-

fifth-grade boys who met the eligih:l: ms. We recruited 66 third-, fourth-, and

A ' : criteria X
guardian provided informed S and whose custodia] parent(s) or

irty-one
boys were randomly assigned to
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the intervention, and 35 were assigned to a no-treatment control group (a few
parents only agreed to allow their son to participate if he was a control subject).

Although our sample was small and the effects therefore were modest, the
results were encouraging. First, boys in the intervention learned the social skills
of strategic account giving. Second, they learned the academic motivation
«kills of intermediate risk taking, realistic goal setting, task focus, and attribu-
dons for failure to factors within their control. Figure 2.3 shows the attribution
data. Participants were asked at pretest and posttest to recall a time when they
did poorly on a test and to rate the importance of four attributions for failure,
including external factors (teacher bias or difficult test) and the internal factors
of low ability and lack of effort. For boys in the control group (right panel),
there were no changes in attributions for failure from pretest to posttest. How-
ever, boys in the intervention were significantly less likely to endorse external
factors and low ability as causes for failure from pretest to posttest. Thus by the
end of Best Foot Forward, intervention boys endorsed the most adaptive attribu-
tion pattern in terms of self-responsibility for achievement: few attributions to
uncontrollable factors and more attributions to factors within one’s control such
as lack of effort.

R egarding actual behavior, boys in the intervention were rated by their teach-
ers as showing more cooperation and persistence than control-group boys. They
were also judged as having improved more in the social and academic domain
based on end-of-semester written comments by teachers (see Graham et al., 2015,
for a full description of findings).

Intervention Group Control Group
6 g
5k o 55 |
5 e |
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Ficy Al S
RE23  Attributions for failure pre- and postintervention as a function of treat-
ment condition (from Graham, Taylor, & Hudley, 2015)
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Stereotypes and Attributions About African
American Adolescent Offenders

Because childhood aggression 1s 2 risk factor for juvenile delinquency, over the
years I developed an interest in the plight of youth who have entered the juve-
he system in which the racial gap involving Black

nile justice system. This is ¢
American youth ages 10 to 17 comprise

youth looms large. For example, African
about 16% of their age group in the population, yet they represent about 30% of
all juvenile arrests, 35% of referrals to juvenile court, 40% of those incarcerated in
juvenile facilities, and close to 60% of waivers to adult criminal court (National
Research Council, 2013). Stated in comparative racial terms, Black youth are
three to five times more likely than White youth to be confined in the crimi-
nal justice system. Moreover, African American youth often experience harsher
treatment than White youth even after controlling for legal variables like crime
severity and prior offense history. Some criminologists have argued that legally
relévant _variables account for only about 25% of the variance in the dis osibtioﬁ
of juvenile cases, which raises the possibility that race and other unknowrlf factors

can influence decision making ; I
. g 1n unpredictable ways 1
What might be some of those race-re L e

interested in the consequences of ne

lated unknown factors? T was particularly

glative racial stereotypes about African Ameri-
ely held beliefs about African Americans have

(Banaji & Greenwald, 2013)
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greater expectations that that crime will oceur 4
harsher punishment. Thus rac1al. disparity in the Juvenile justice system might be
the end result of a complex attributional process that begins with automatic acti-

vation of a negative racial stereotype and ends with 2 more punitive
African American offenders.

Using a priming methodology witl

gan, more anger and blame, and

stance toward

1 actual police officers and probation offi-
cers in the juvenile justice system, we examined the unconscious activation of

racial stereotypes about adolescent males and theijr attributional consequences
(Graham & Lowery, 2004). Participants in one condition were unconsciously
primed to think about the construct Black using well-validated procedures from
the cognitive priming literature (Bargh & Chartrand, 2000). These methods allow
a researcher to activate a stereotype without any awareness on the part of the sub-
ject and then demonstrate that the activated stereotype influenced that subject’s
judgment or behavior in a completely unrelated task. Following the priming, offi-
cers were presented with hypothetical vignettes, written like actual crime reports,
that described a juvenile allegedly committing a misdemeanor or felony with the
cause of the crime portrayed as ambiguous. No information about the race of
the alleged offender was provided. Participants then made inferences about the
offender’s traits, his culpability or blameworthiness, the likelihood that he would
recidivate (commit the crime again), and severity of deserved punishment. Results
showed that police officers and probation officers in whom racial stereotypes were
unconsciously primed judged the hypothetical adolescent offender as more dan-
gerous and violent, more responsible and blameworthy for his alleged offense, and
more deserving of harsh punishment than did participants in an unprimed control
condition. Using structural equation modeling, we tested a temporal sequence
based on attribution principles in which unconsciously priming race influenced
attribution-relevant judgments which in turn predicted perceived culpability of
the offender, expected recidivism, and punishment. As shown in Figure 2.4, the
data supported our attributional model with acceptable fit indices (see Graham &
Lowery, 2004). 1 suggest that some of the racial disparity in the treatment of
African American adolescent offenders can be explained by unconscious racial
stereotypes and their associated attributional processes.

Our priming effects were documented irrespective of the respondents’ gender,
race/ethnicity, political orientation, or consciously held attitudes about Afr.ican
Americans, Hence, automatic stereotype activation does not require perceivers
1o endorse the stereotype, to dislike African Americans, or to hold any explicit
Prejudice toward that group. Even decision makers with good intentions can be
Vulnerable to racial stereotypes and their responsibility-related consequences (see
GOE’Jickson, DiLeone, Culotta, & DiTomasso, 2014, for another recent example
With police officers). :

I believe that such findings also have implications for decision makers in our
schools who make judgments about the social (mis)behavior of African American
Youth, Mirroring racial disparities in the juvenile justice systen, reviews of school
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FIGURE 2.4 Structural model of relations among racial prime, attribution, expectancy,
and punishment (from Graham & Lowery, 2004)

discipline policies reveal that African American youth are much more likely to
be suspended or expelled from school than White youth who engage in similar
or even more serious transgressions (e.g., Skiba et al., 2011). Particularly among
perceivers at the front end of a system, like teachers dealing with classroom dis-
order, decisions often must be made quickly, under conditions of cognitive and
emotional overload, and where much ambiguity exists. These are the very condi-
tions that are known to activate unconscious beliefs (Fiske, 1998). Attributional

analyses provide an ideal context for examining the unconscious racial stereotypes
of well-intentioned teachers and administrators,

Attributions for Peer Victimization and School
Racial Context
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been Jabeled a public bealth concern by the American Medical Association Not
only is Peer vif:timizatlon quite prevalent, iF also is associated with a host of ak'i_jlls(_
ment difficulties. Students who are chronic victims of school bullying often are
rejccted by their peers, and they feel depressed, anxious, and lonely (see Juvonen &
Graham, 2014).

Why is it that victims of bullying feel so bad? In our work we have been bring-
ing attributional analyses to the study of victimization-maladjustment relations.
Repeated encounters with peer victimization, or even an isolated yet particularly
painful experience, might lead that victim to ask,“Why me?” In the absence of dis-
confirming evidence, such an individual might come to blame him- or herself
for their predicament, concluding, for example, that “I'm the kind of kid who
deserves to be picked on.” Self-blame and accompanying negative affect can then
Jead to many negative outcomes, including low self-esteem and depression. In the
adult literature on causal explanations for rape (another form of victimization),
attributions that imply personal deservingness, labeled characterological self-
blame, are especially detrimental (Janoff-Bulman, 1979). From an attributional
perspective, characterological self-blame is internal and therefore reflects on
the self: it is stable and therefore leads to an expectation that victimization will
be chronic; and it is uncontrollable, suggesting that there is no response in the
victim’s repertoire to prevent future harassment. Attributions for failure to inter-
nal, stable, and uncontrollable causes lead individuals to feel both hopeless and
helpless (Weiner, 1986). Several researchers in the adult and child literatures docu-
ment that individuals who make characterological self-blaming attributions for
negative outcomes cope more poorly, feel worse about themselves, and are more
depressed than individuals who make attributions to their behavior (Anderson,
Miller, Riger, Dill, & Sedikides, 1994; Cole, Peeke, & Ingold, 1996; Tilghman-
Osborne, Cole, Felton, & Cisela, 2008).

In the first study to directly examine attributions for peer victimization (Gra-
ham & Juvonen, 1998), we presented sixth-grade participants with a hypotheti-
cal vignette describing a typical harassment incident. We asked the students to
imagine that the incident actually happened to them and to respond to a number
of statements about what they would think, feel, or do if the incident indeed hap-
pened. Embedded in these statements were characterological self-blame attribu-
tions (e.g.,“If I were a cooler kid, I wouldn't get picked on.” “This kind of thing 1s
more likely to happen to me than to other kids.”). We also had information about
which students in the sample were actual victims of bullying based on a com-
bination of peer and self-report measures. We found that victims more sO t.han
nonvictims were especially likely to endorse characterological self-blame aFtrll?u—
tions and that self-blame partly explained the relationship between victimxzatlc?xl
and psychological maladjustment as measured by depression symptoms :'md social
anxiety. It is as if the victim is saying to himself or herself, “It is somethl'ng about
me, things will always be this way, and there is nothing I can do about it. Those

| Wal thoughts are then predicted to result in greater psychological distress.




28 Sandra Graham :
h? A good deal of peer victimization

Where does ethnicity fit into this researc B b schools

s g is conducte

rescarch,including our earie* Ofattri}:ztf;s:::y littde of that research has
Vi ethf}ic gro?lisicig-rr?l):tezcelncon,text Variables.,T}_’iS'is disappf‘)’; : ;\m;
L b examl;le etacerbate or protect against pect v1ct.1r.nlzat1for§ }arc . : ¢ 5{
becau§e ey athex ntext factors as the ethnic composition Ot 5¢ 10? ; “fk
i -be Sy Su;:l COthre social and ethnic identities that are most 51{_,111‘ 1
he, i T asarch we bring the ethnic context to the Stu'dy (?r })ftr
et Yo-uth' e king a case for the importance of attrxbutlo.n.s as
G L Ll diversity as a central context variable,
@ theoretical frumework snd SCh00 Cthmc Versgy ics of peer victimization
both of which can aid our understanding of the dynam

(see Graham, 2006, 2010). :
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- mized in schools that are more ethnically diverse :
gg(l)lz)ed \;;el: Sproposed that in more ethnically diverse scho‘ols, there 1s a gurea}t:r
numerical balance of power among different racial/ethnic groups. Recall t at.
the definition of peer victimization requires that there be an imbalance of power
between perpetrator and victim. Second, in nondiverse schools, students who are
both victims and members of the majority racial/ethnic group experience the
most adjustment difficulties (Bellmore, Witkow, Graham, & Juvonen, 2004). Here
we reasoned that majority group victims feel especially vulnerable because they
deviate from the norm of their ethnic group to be numerically powerful. And
third, based on the prior findings, we hypothesized that victims whose behavior
deviated from local norms (i.e., victim status when one’s group holds the numeri-
cal balance of power) would be particularly vulnerable to self-blaming attribu-
tions. As the number of same-ethnicity peers increases in one’s social milieu, it
becomes less plausible to make external attributions such as to the prejudice of
others, which can protect self-esteem and buffer mental health.
AfWe tested 'this hypothesis in a sample of about 1,500 sixth-
dwr;::;yA(ZZ;iE B i aiiehonn,
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MAJORITY

Maladjustment

Self-Blame

“1t must be me.”

MINORITY

Maladjustment

Self-Blame

“It must be them.”

DIVERSE

Maladjustment

Self-Blame

"It might be me,
but it could be
them.”

FIGURE 2.5 Attribution, self-blame, and adjustment relationships in three ethnic con-
texts (from Graham et al., 2009)

self-blaming tendencies, and maladjustment were the weakest. Being a victim
and a member of the minority group can provide a context for external attribu-
tions to the prejudice of others that can protect self-esteem (“It must be them”).
This goes back to a basic attribution principle of the relation between the locus
of causes and esteem-related affect. Finally, in ethnically diverse contexts, with a
greater balance of power, we found moderate relations between victimization and
self-blame, which we interpreted as greater attributional ambiguity (It might be
me, but it could be them™). I suggest as a working hypothesis that ethnic diver-
sity creates enough attributional ambiguity to ward off self-blaming tendencies,
thereby allowing for attributions that have fewer psychological costs. In social
contexts in which multiple social cues are present, attributional ambiguity can be
Particularly adaptive if it allows the perceiver to draw from a larger repertoire of
causal schemes. Our analysis is one of few studies in the developmental literature
1 test whether ethnicity in context moderates a psychological process.

Summary and Conclusions

A focus on race and ethnicity in the study of motivation needs to be guided by
st v “ . . » 3 o
fong theory. The research presented in this chapter is guided by acmbutxgn t‘he
OrY, one of the most enduring and robust contemporary theories of motivation.
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What Have We Learned?
research on the

1z1 vati ence, I began with
ualizing motivation as a temporal sequence,
i - r work on how

antecedents of particular attributions. Here [ reviewed ou'r‘ earlie 4
teachers might unintentionally be communicating low ability 'messages to YO‘ft s
The legacy of that work can be seen in a rich contemporary literature emerglr%g
from stereotype threat research on the importance of “wise feedback” to ethnic
minority students, who may worry about confirming negative stereotypes about
race and intelligence (Yeager et al., 2014). A task for the future will be to bring
this feedback research into closer contact with the ways in which teachers deliver
real (high-stakes) feedback to students in actual instructional settings.
Acknowledging the close interplay between academic and social motivation, in
the next section I described our research on changing the maladaptive attributions
and related beliefs of African American boys labeled as aggressive. Ours is one of
ff:w intervention approaches to blend social skills training with academic motiva-
tion training under the unifying attribution principle of perceived responsibility

in self and others. In neither Brainpower nor Best Foot Forward were we able to doc-
ument changes in the academic achievement
was disappointing but not surprisj
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ocess that begins with the auton.latic activation of unconscious stereotypes
associating being Black and m;le w1t.h violence, threat, and danger. Black male
reens are not perceived as the highly impressionable, immature, and less culpable
adolescents that contemporary neuroscience research portrays them to be (see
Seinberg, 2014). 1 worry that the emerging view of adolescent vulnerability and
;mmaturity 15 trumped for Black male youth by racial stereotypes portraying them
as violent, dangerous, and capable of adult-like negative intent. focused on the
juvenile justice system, but I think we also need studies of teachers’ unconscious
stereotypes and how they might affect the disproportionate discipline meted out
10 African American youth.

Finally, I brought an attributional perspective and an ethnic context perspec-
dve to some of the documented mental health consequences of chronic victim-
ization by one’s peers. Ethnicity matters in the study of peer victimization, but it
is not so much ethnic group per se as ethnicity within context, or whether one’s
group is 2 numerical majority, minority, or residing in a diverse school with no
numerical majorities. In other research, I have been making a case for the psy-
chosocial benefits of ethnically diverse schools (Graham, 2010).The population in
this country is becoming more ethnically diverse, but our schools are more seg-
regated now than they have been in the last 40 years, with African American and
Latino youth suffering the most academically from attending highly segregated
schools (Ayscue & Orfield, 2015). I believe that many motivation-relevant expe-
riences of ethnic minority youth will vary depending on overall school diversity
as well as the numerical representation of their own ethnic group. In some cases
numerical majority status might have challenges, as in our work on self-blame for
victimization, whereas in other contexts there may be safety in numbers as, for
example, when it comes to feelings of belonging (see Benner & Graham, 2009).
Ethnic group representation is a context variable that is ripe for study in motiva-
tion research.

Motivational Methods

The chapters in this volume illustrate not only different theoretical approaches
to motivation in ethnic minorities but also the multiple methods that researchers
use to address this topic. I would like to make the case that role-playing paradigms
should have a place in the motivation researcher’s methodological toolkit. Most of
the studies I described used role playing or simulation methods to some extent. For
:z‘:rizplf:,we asked about the likelihood of aggression among grade school bo?fs given
& asiu;)ns r?u:her than studying aggression per se (Graham et al., 2015). Slmllarl'y,
cal og: dl:ohce officers and probation officers how punitive toward a hprFhétl—
tather tr;m T they W?‘ﬂd be given beliefs about offender culpability and rec1d1ylsm
Aed n}:ncasurmg actual legal decision making (Grah:-am‘ & Lowery, 2004).
asessi asked about imagined experiences with peer victimization rather than

g those experiences during their state of activation (Graham et al., 2009).
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Motivational Interventions

attrib
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: : inki ut change. :
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plight of the victim has not received adequate attention. Regal" ng my »
on racial stereotypes in the juvenile justice system, a growing 11teratL.1re n 1cate§
that unconscious racial stereotypes are also amenable to intervention (see Lai
et al., 2014). Just because biases get activated outside of conscious awareness does

ution theory

not mean that they cannot be changed. Experts on attribution theory and experts
on reducing implicit racial bias should work together to determine what types of
interventions show the most promise.

While the study of motivation in ethnic minority youth is ripe for interven-
tion research, I believe that the best interventions will need to be multifaceted. A
number of recent interventions emerging from social psychology research, some
rooted in attributional analyses, have increased excitement about the potential of
brief, even single-session treatments to increase achievement of stigmatized youth
and college students (see Yeager & Walton, 201 1). These interventions utilize con-
structs such as stereotype threat, mindsets
powerful treatments that not onl
the racial achievement gap.
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