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Locus of Control, Academic Attitudes and
Achievement in Two Methods of Instruction

Margaret E. Bell & John P. Dolly

University of South Carolina

The role of aptitude testing is to identify the
individual differences that predict performance in
some situation, usually academic (Schuell, 1978).

The long-standing focus on aptitude testing has been
the identification of skills and abilities related to
achievement. Recently, however, attention has
shifted to the affective variables that may reliably
predict student achievement.

Among the effective variables studied is per-
ceived locus of control. The assumption is that
the students who believe themselves to be responsible
for their successes and failures (internals) will
exhibit initiative and persistence in seeking
achievement goals. Thus, these students will become
more proficient in problem solving and will acquire
more information than those who do not believe that
they are responsible for their successes and failures
(externals) (Rotter, 1966; Lefcourt, 1976). Prior
research, however, has yielded contradictory results.
Some studies indicate a relationship between inter-
nality and achievement (Phares, 1976) while others
indicate no relationship (Johnson and Croft, 1975).

Keller, Goldman and Sutterer (1978) suggested
that locus of control may be more directly related
to attitudes than to achievement. The basis for
their assumption is Weiner's finding (1975) that
the goal attainment attributed to ability or effort
(internal determinants) also tended to be related to
affective responses such as pride of accomplishment
or fear of failure. Therefore, Keller and his
associates investigated the relationship between
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locus of control, a self-report measure of study
habits and study attitudes (Brown-Holtzman, 1967)
and rate of progress and achievement. The study
was conducted in a PSI course in introductory psy-
chology.

The results of that study indicated statistically
significant (p <« .05) but weak correlations between
achievement and three of the subscales measuring
study habits (r = .34 for delay avoidance, r = .17
for work methods, r = .17 for education acceptance).
All four of the study attitudes and habits subscales
correlated negatively with rate of progress; the
strongest relationship involved delay advoidance
(r = -.39). No relationship was found for locus of
control with either rate of progress or achievement.

The above results were obtained in a personalized
system of instruction. However, different study
characteristics may be related to achievement in a
more traditional setting. Therefore, the present
study investigated the relationship of locus of
control, study habits and study attitudes to achieve-
ment in two different instructional conditions. The
methods of instruction used were the traditional
lecture method and individualized television instruc-
tion.

Method

Subjects

Sixty-five students enrolled in an introductory
educational psychology course participated in the
study. All except three of the students were edu-
cation majors who were planning to teach in the public
school system.

Instruments

Rotter's I-E Scale (1966) was used to measure
locus of control. The twenty-nine item scale includes
six filler items and is designed so that a high score
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on the instrument indicates externality. Acceptable
reliability estimates are reported by Rotter (1966)
and Lefcourt (1976).

Study habits and study attitudes were measured
by the 100-item SSHA scale developed by Brown and
Holtzman (1967). The four subscales of the instru-
ment are delay avoidance, work methods, teacher
approval, and education acceptance. Delay avoidance
and work methods are summed for a ''study habits"
score while teacher approval and education acceptance
are combined for a "study attitudes" score. Both
stability and predictive and discriminant validity
have been demonstrated by Brown and Holtsman (1967)
for ;he use of the instrument in educational research.

Procedures

The undergraduate course, '"Introduction to
Educational Psychology,'" includes two major segments.
Segment I (measurement of individual differences) is
conducted in the standard lecture format. Segment II
(the design of instruction) is individualized using
television cassette tapes and formative exercises.
Feedback to the students concerning the answers to
the formative exercises is provided by the television
tapes. During Segment I of the course students re-
port to the regular classroom at the assigned class
time. TFor Segment II they report to the resource
laboratory whenever they choose between the hours of
8:30 A.M. and 4:00 P.M,

Rotter's I-E scale and the SSHA were administered
on the first day of class. The first achievement
test was given following Segment I of the course and
the second following Segment II.

Demographic data collected on the subjects in-
cluded both sex and age. The relationships between
these variables and the affective variables and
achievement were also obtained.

Results

The results of the study indicated a relation-
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ship between age and study habits and attitudes. For
study attitudes (value for education), the correla-

tion was .43 ( p — .0002), while for study orien-
tation (work methods) the correlation with age was
.43 (p — .004). Age was not related to locus of

control. Furthermore, sex was not related to any of
the affective variables.

Study habits and attitudes were only moderately
related to achievement. Delay avoidance correlated
with achievement .26 (p— .03) following the lecture
segment of the course. However, achievement follow-
ing the individualized instruction was related only
to work methods, r = .29 (p - .01). Locus of control
was not related to student performance on either
achievement test.

Conclusions

This study supports the results obtained by
Keller, et al., 1978. That is, locus of control is
not related to achievement, but certain work habits
are important. Similar to the prior study, achieve-
ment was slightly related to delay avoidance and work
methods.

For college students, then, in traditional or
individualized instruction, locus of control is not
a predictor of achievement. Its importance as a
variable may be in the selection of optimum learning
environments for students. Future research on locus
of control should address this question.
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