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Abstract

The aim of this study was to explore whether teachers who had graduated from two different 
types of teacher training programs attributed the proceedings of their lessons to different causes 
and varied in their levels of causal control. Two groups of teachers were compared: 1) teachers 
who had graduated from  a higher professional teacher training program (n = 9) and 2) teachers 
who had graduated from  an academic teacher training program (n = 9). Interviews with teachers 
regarding the proceedings of their lesson were conducted. Educational experts rated teachers’ 
causal control on a six-point scale and marked teachers’ attributions in the transcribed interviews. 
Teachers’ attributions for the proceedings of their lesson were organized into three categories: a) 
student-related factors, b) teacher-related factors, and c) school-related factors. No differences 
were found between the attributions of the two groups of teachers. Statistical testing also showed 
that academic and higher professional teachers did not significantly differ in their general level of 
causal control over the proceedings of their lesson.
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Introduction

It is widely acknowledged that teaching quality can positively impact student outcomes (e.g., 
Kyriakides, Christoforou, & Charalambous, 2013; Scheerens, 2016; Seidel & Shavelson, 2007). Studies 
generally focus on observable behavior, but less frequently address how teachers make sense of 
classroom situations, for instance by examining the causes to which they attribute situations that 
occur during the course of a lesson. Attributions that teachers make for classroom situations are 
related to their behavior: their attributions for classroom situations can influence their emotional 
responses, instructional strategies, and decisions (e.g., Kulinna, 2007-2008; Soodak & Podell, 1994; 
Wang & Hall, 2018). 
  During a teacher training program, teachers learn to reflect on their behavior in different 
classroom situations and to determine a course of action (Lew, Alwis, & Schmidt, 2009). To 
improve teaching practices, it is important that teachers learn how to reflect during teacher 
education. Concerning primary school teacher education, in the Netherlands a new academic 
teacher training program was introduced in 2008, next to the existing higher professional 
teacher training program. Students entering this new program are required to have followed 
a higher level of secondary education (pre-university diploma or a propaedeutic certificate in 
higher professional education) than students entering the higher professional teacher training 
program (senior general secondary or senior secondary vocational diplomas). This new program 
has a more research-oriented focus than the pre-existing one. Graduates of the academic teacher 
training program are expected to be qualified teachers who contribute to the development 
and improvement of educational practices in primary education by integrating their scientific 
knowledge, practical skills, and experience (National network of academic teacher training 
programs, 2018). 
  In a previous study we investigated differences in the relation between teaching experience 
and teaching behavior of beginning academic and higher professional teachers (Dijkema, 
Doolaard, Ritzema, & Bosker, 2019a). We found that academic teachers on average showed a 
steeper development in teaching behavior during the first four years of their teaching career 
than higher professional teachers. However, we do not know why these two groups of teachers 
differed in their teaching behavior. A possible explanation for this finding might be that the two 
groups of teachers exercised different levels of self-reflection, due to the theoretical knowledge 
that academic teachers gained during their teacher training program. Given the possible 
interrelatedness of reflection and attributions (e.g., Norton, 1997), the teachers’ attribution 
processes for the proceedings of their lessons might be different as well. To gain a better 
understanding of teachers’ attributions for the proceedings of their lessons, we explored whether 
academic and higher professional teachers differed in the causes to which they attributed 
situations that occurred during their lessons and whether they felt in control of these causes.

Teachers’ attributions
According to the attribution theory individuals have a strong tendency to explore causes for 
success or failure in order to explain why situations occur (Weiner et al., 1971; Weiner, 2010). Not 
the cause itself, but an individual’s interpretation and evaluation of a perceived cause affects their 
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reaction to a certain situation (Jager & Denessen, 2015). Weiner (2010) described these causal 
attributions based on three dimensions: 1) causal locus, 2) causal control, and 3) causal stability. 
Causal locus refers to whether success or failure is believed to be caused by factors internal or 
external to the individual. An internal causal locus most often involves personal capabilities, 
whereas an external causal locus is related to environmental factors or others. An internal causal 
locus is expected to lead to a higher self-esteem and higher expectations for future success 
(Wang & Hall, 2018; Wang, Hall, & Rahimi, 2015). Generally, in failure situations people tend to 
overestimate the importance of external factors, whereas success is often related to internal 
factors (Yehudah, 2002; Wang & Hall, 2018). This tendency for individuals to perceive themselves in 
a favorable manner enhances self-esteem and self-efficacy. Causal control refers to an individual’s 
belief about the personal control over the cause of an event. For example, teachers attributing 
the low quality of their instruction to a lack of preparation would have higher expectations of 
their own success in the future, as they believe that they can prepare their lessons better and thus 
improve their instructional performance (Wang, Hall, & Rahimi, 2015). According to Wang, Hall, 
and Rahimi (2015) causal control is the most important attributional dimension, because feeling in 
control of a situation leads to greater persistence to improve and higher expectations for success 
in the future. Causal stability refers to an individual’s belief about the variability of a perceived 
cause over time. In this case, attributions to long-term factors are likely to be perceived as stable 
(e.g., student failure due to low abilities), whereas attributions to unexpected factors are more 
likely to be perceived as unstable (e.g., low quality of classroom instruction due to technological 
problems). Stable attributions are expected to lead to lower expectations and lower persistence. 
Contrary, unstable attributions are expected to lead to more optimism and higher persistence, 
since teachers expect that unstable factors will not consistently intervene with, for example, their 
future classroom instruction (Wang, Hall, & Rahimi, 2015).
 Attributions can help teachers to learn from experiences, can stimulate their learning process 
and can help teachers to make adjustments whenever necessary (Leana-Taşcilar, 2016). Wang 
and Hall (2018) conducted a systematic review on teachers’ causal attributions for classroom 
situations. Studies most often address teachers’ causal attributions for student misbehavior and 
student performance, but few studies focus on teachers’ attributions for their own performances 
(Wang & Hall, 2018), and even then, these studies mainly focus on teachers’ attributions for job-
related stress.

Attributions for student misbehavior
In general, teachers most often attribute student misbehavior to factors within the student (e.g., 
ability, effort, personality) or out-of-school factors, such as family-related aspects (e.g., Ding et 
al., 2010; Kulinna, 2007-2008; Mavropoulou & Padeliadu, 2002; Wang & Hall, 2018). For example, 
Kleftaras and Didaskalou (2006) found that teachers most often attributed students’ behavioral 
problems to family-related aspects such as family dysfunction or inappropriate parenting skills. 
According to the findings of Ding and colleagues (2010), teachers most often attributed student 
misbehavior to student factors such as effort, laziness, and low interest. Only 0.8% of the teachers 
attributed student misbehavior to their own capabilities as a teacher.  
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  Teachers’ beliefs about the causes of, for example, student behavior, impact their attitudes  
and actions towards students and their decisions to support them (Kulinna, 2007-2008). 
Furthermore, the extent to which teachers believe that they can influence student behavior will 
also affect teachers’ responses and actions (e.g., Kulinna, 2007-2008; Soodak & Podell, 1994; Wang 
& Hall, 2018). For instance, when a teacher believes that a student’s misbehavior is caused by a 
problem at home, they may feel less capable to solve the problem and may, as a consequence, 
be less likely to attempt teacher-focused strategies, such as exploring their relationship with the 
student or the interaction between students. As a result, a teacher may try to help the student by 
involving their parents, because according to the teacher the main provokers of the behavioral 
problem are home-related factors (e.g., Kulinna, 2007-2008; Soodak & Podell, 1994; Wang & Hall, 
2018).  

Attributions for student performance
Research on teachers’ causal attributions also explored teachers’ beliefs about the causes of 
students’ academic success and failure (e.g., Soodak & Podell, 1994; Soysal & Radmard, 2017; Wang 
& Hall, 2018). Findings concerning teachers’ causal attributions for student performance mostly 
correspond with the attributions that were found for student misbehavior. Overall, teachers more 
frequently attribute causes for students’ academic failure to student factors, like effort, ability, 
or family-related factors, than to teacher or school-related factors. (e.g., Jager & Denessen, 2015; 
Soodak & Podell, 1994; Soysal & Radmard, 2017; Tollefson et al., 1990). Tollefson and colleagues 
(1990) found that approximately 50% of the teachers reported a lack of student effort as a cause 
for students’ academic failure, followed by family-related factors (30%) and student factors (77%), 
such as a student’s abilities and previous experiences. Only 2% of the teachers listed their own 
skills as the most important factor explaining students’ academic failure. Similar results were 
found by Jager and Denessen (2015), Soodak and Podell (1994), and Yehudah (2002), who all 
showed that teachers frequently attributed students’ academic failure to student characteristics 
(e.g., student effort, motivation) rather than to internal teacher factors (e.g., quality of instruction). 
However, teachers were more likely to attribute the causes for students’ academic success to their 
own abilities (Yehudah, 2002).
  Teachers were also found to differentiate between students with regard to their causal 
attributions (e.g., Jager & Denessen, 2015; Wang & Hall, 2018). They tended to relate academic 
success of high-ability students to ability (internal to the student and stable), whereas they often 
attributed academic success of low-ability students to luck, such as an easy exam (external to 
the student and unstable). Yet, when rationalizing academic failure of high-ability students, the 
reverse occurred: failure of high-ability students was more often ascribed to external and unstable 
factors, such as task difficulty, while teachers tended to attribute low-ability students’ failure to 
internal and stable factors such as students’ low capabilities. Jager and Denessen (2015) found 
that teachers even differed in their attributions for students’ performance at the individual level. 
  Teachers’ beliefs about the causes for students’ performances are related to the teachers’ 
behavior (e.g., Soodak & Podell, 1994; Soysal & Radmard, 2017; Wang & Hall, 2015). Soodak and 
Podell (1994) found that teachers who believed that the cause of a problem was family-related 
frequently opted for parental involvement, while teachers who believed that the cause of a 
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problem lay in the school (e.g., teacher-related factors, composition of class, class size), used 
more teacher-based interventions, such as instructional strategies (Soodak & Podell, 1994). 
Furthermore, when students failed academically due to low abilities, teachers tended to offer 
more encouragement and assistance, whereas teachers attributing students’ academic failure to 
low effort had a lower tendency to assist students and were more likely to be critical and give 
negative feedback (e.g., Wang & Hall, 2018; Matteucci et al., 2008).

Teachers’ reflection on their own teaching practices
Research on teachers’ attributions most often focuses on teachers’ causal attributions for student 
misbehavior and student performance, while little is known about teachers’ attributions for the 
proceedings of their lesson. However, other studies have explored teachers’ reflections on their 
teaching practices from a broader perspective. For example, stimulated recall interviews and 
reflective journals have been used to understand teachers’ reasoning behind and justifications for 
their behavior. Teachers related the causes of their teaching practices to different aspects, which 
can be student-related (e.g., student behavior or student abilities), teacher-related (e.g., teaching 
behavior or decision-making) and school-related (e.g., school organization or curricular textbook). 
  These studies have shown that teachers tend to focus on aspects related to student behavior 
or student performance. For instance, Vesterinen, Toom, and Krokfors (2014) found that teachers 
more often than not referred to student abilities and student behavior when reflecting on their 
own teaching practices. For example, teachers explained that they had adjusted their instructions 
because the students had difficulties understanding the subject matter. Cherington (2018) 
explored early-childhood teachers’ reasoning behind their practices. These teachers mainly 
referred to student-related aspects such as student knowledge, their own general ideas about 
student learning, and students’ curriculum experience. Teachers rarely related their arguments 
to internal factors, such as values and beliefs, decision-making, and teaching roles in student 
learning. Another way of examining teachers’ reflective practices is by means of reflective journals. 
Zulfikar and Mujiburrahman (2017) asked teachers to reflect on their teaching experiences and 
to address the strengths and weaknesses of their practices in a diary. In their reflection, teachers 
mentioned classroom issues (e.g., student problems or teacher-student interactions), teaching 
issues (e.g., teaching problems or lesson planning), teaching methods (e.g., teaching strategies), 
and lesson preparation (e.g., preparing lesson materials). Other issues they encountered involved 
school-related factors such as the textbooks used by the school, as well as approaches to learning. 

Present study
Thus far, research on teachers’ causal attributions has mainly focused on teachers’ attributions 
for student performance or student misbehavior. In the current study, we asked teachers about 
the proceedings of their lesson. Using teachers’ responses, we will explore teachers’ causal 
attributions for the proceedings of their lesson, focusing on two dimensions of the attribution 
theory. Following previous studies that addressed one or two dimensions of the attribution 
theory (e.g., Kulinna, 2007-2008; Mavropoulou & Padeliadu, 2002; Soysal & Radmard, 2017), we will 
investigate teachers’ internal and external attributions and teachers’ perceptions of their control 
over the cause of an event. 
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Exploring teachers’ attributions and causal control for the proceedings of their lesson

  Teachers’ attributions and their perceptions of control over the cause of a success or failure 
event can influence their behavior, which may have consequences for students as well as for their 
own learning process (e.g., Leana-Taşcilar, 2016; Mavropoulou & Padeliadu, 2002; Wang, Hall, & 
Rahimi, 2015). 
  In 2008, a new primary school teacher training program was introduced in the Netherlands. 
This new academic teacher training program is an alternative to the traditional teacher training 
program in higher professional education. This program is expected to produce qualified 
teachers who contribute to the development and improvement of educational practices in 
primary education by integrating their theoretical and scientific knowledge, practical skills, and 
experience (National network of academic teacher training programs, 2018). The additional 
knowledge that academic students gain during their teacher training program is expected to 
enable them to reflect on various educational situations, which might positively affect education 
at both school and classroom level. Norton (1997) investigated the relation between preservice 
teachers’ reflective practices and causal control. Mixed results were found, but there was an 
indication that teachers’ control was related to reflective thinking. Based on this finding, academic 
teachers might attribute classroom situations to different causes and exercise different levels of 
causal control than higher professional teachers, since theoretical and scientific knowledge plays 
a much more prominent role in the academic teacher training program. Therefore, an exploration 
of the reasoning behind the proceedings of lessons of academic and higher professional teachers 
will be conducted. We will compare how academic and higher professional teachers evaluate 
classroom situations by identifying to what causes they attribute situations that occur during 
their lessons and whether they feel in control over the causes they refer to. The following research 
questions will be investigated: 

To what extent do attributions for the proceedings of a lesson differ between academic and 
higher professional teachers?
To what extent do academic and higher professional teachers differ in their levels of causal 
control over the proceedings of their lesson? 

Method

Participants
The sample consisted of 18 teachers working in kindergarten and grades one to six of primary 
education. Of the 18 teachers, nine teachers had graduated from the academic teacher training 
program and nine teachers had graduated from higher professional teacher training program. The 
academic teachers had an average teaching experience of 35.56 (SD = 10.90) months, ranging from 
19 months to 51 months. The higher professional teachers had an average teaching experience of 
38.67 (SD = 13.27) months, varying from 18 months to 54 months. In order to participate, teachers 
were required to work at least 16 hours a week in the same class. All participating teachers and 
their principals signed a consent form before participating in the study. 

1.

2.

3
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Procedure
This study is part of a larger study on differences in teaching practices between academic and 
higher professional primary school teachers. In the period 2015-2017, classroom observations 
were conducted to measure the quality of teaching behavior. To gain more insight into teachers’ 
pedagogical and instructional decisions, semi-structured interviews were conducted with a sub-
sample of the observed teachers. These interviews took place in 2017, after the last classroom 
observation. The aim of the interview was to discover how teachers would justify the preparation 
and proceedings of the observed lesson, and the adaptations they made while teaching it. During 
these interviews, teachers were asked about the observed lesson, using the following questions:
 

How do you think the lesson went?
Is the lesson representative of your general style of teaching?
While teaching the lesson, did you deviate from the lesson plan you made beforehand? 
If so, why did you?
You use a particular lesson structure; could you explain why you do that?

The answers to these general questions were transcribed and educational experts (working in 
the field of educational sciences) were trained to identify teachers’ causal attributions for the 
proceedings of their lesson. 

The training
In the current study, educational experts were asked to analyze the transcribed interviews 
after following a face-to-face training. During the training we asked the experts to first read 
the interviews and then to a) highlight the causes that teachers reported in the transcribed 
interviews, b) indicate whether the teachers were satisfied or dissatisfied about the classroom 
situation (indicated by + or -), and c) whether the teachers attributed these causes to internal or 
external factors. 
  Subsequently, experts were asked to score on two separate scales (a satisfaction and a 
dissatisfaction scale) the extent to which a teacher generally attributed the proceedings of the 
lesson to teacher-internal or -external factors. In doing so, the experts were instructed to score 
situations in which a teacher experienced control over the cause as a teacher-internal factor. 
Whenever a teacher referred to uncontrollable causes, the experts should score such instances as 
teacher-external factors. Thus, although the experts were explicitly asked to evaluate the extent 
to which teachers attributed classroom situations to internal or external causes, we actually asked 
them to identify the level of causal control, i.e. whether teachers experienced a sense of control 
over the cause of a certain situation when explaining satisfying and dissatisfying aspects of their 
lesson. 

-
-
-

-
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Instruments

Causal control
Educational experts used two separate six-point scales to rate the extent to which teachers 
experienced control over the causes that they reported when explaining satisfying and 
dissatisfying aspects of their lesson. A low score indicated that a teacher experienced little control 
over the cause of an event and a higher score indicated that a teacher experienced considerable 
control over the cause. The two scores combined portrayed a general picture of the overall causal 
control exhibited by a teacher when referring to satisfactory or dissatisfactory aspects of the 
lesson. 

Interrater reliability
A comprehensive procedure was needed to achieve a satisfactory interrater reliability. Two 
training sessions were conducted. In the first training session, four educational experts were 
trained during a two-hour face-to-face session. During this training, we discussed the rating scales 
using an example interview, after which each expert analyzed the interviews independently. This 
resulted in a moderate interrater reliability of ICC = .67 for the dissatisfaction scale and a poor 
interrater reliability of ICC = .23 for the satisfaction scale. During the evaluation of the training, the 
experts reported that teachers did not always clearly mention which aspects they were satisfied 
with and when they did, they did not always explain why they were satisfied. Generally, they 
merely described their actions in satisfying situations, rather than the reasons behind them. 
  A second training session with two different experts was conducted in which we attempted 
to address the satisfaction scale in a slightly different way. The experts were instructed to use 
the satisfaction scale to score cases in which teachers did not explicitly mention that they were 
dissatisfied with certain aspects of the lesson. These two experts followed a five-hour face-to-
face training session. During this training, we discussed the rating scales using three example 
interviews, after which each expert analyzed the interviews independently. This resulted in a 
good interrater reliability of ICC = .79 for the dissatisfaction scale and a poor interrater reliability 
of ICC = .15 for the satisfaction scale. Again, the scoring procedure was evaluated and the experts 
reported the same issues regarding the satisfaction scale as the ones reported in the first training 
session. Based on these findings we had no choice but to exclude the satisfaction scale from this 
study and report the results based solely on the dissatisfaction scale.  

Analysis
The causes that were highlighted by the experts during the training session were used to explore 
the types of attributions teachers made for the proceedings of their lesson and whether these 
causes were considered teacher-internal or -external (dissatisfying aspects only). The causes were 
thematically organized by the author to gain insight into the teachers’ substantive reasoning. 
Subsequently, differences between academic and higher professional teachers were explored. 
We compared whether the two groups of teachers differed in the themes they referred to, the 
frequency with which the themes were mentioned and the number of internal and external 
attributions.

1Exploring teachers’ attributions and causal control for the proceedings of their lesson
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  Based on the two scores on the six-point control scale (for dissatisfaction) that were given by 
the experts, an average causal control score was calculated for each teacher. Since the sample size 
was small (n = 18), a Mann-Whitney U test was conducted to test whether academic and higher 
professional teachers differed in their general level of causal control, using a significance level of 
α = .05. 

Results

In this study we investigated the differences between academic and higher professional teachers’ 
attributions for the proceedings of their lesson and their levels of causal control. In this section, 
we will first describe the differences between these groups of teachers focusing on the types of 
their attributions, including whether these were teacher-internal or -external. Afterwards, we will 
discuss the level of causal control and the differences between the two groups of teachers.

Teachers’ attributions
In general, the causes that teachers gave for dissatisfying parts of their lessons can be categorized 
into three major categories: a) student-related factors, b) teacher-related factors, and c) school-
related factors. An overview of the thematic causes and the internal-external locus of these causes 
for academic and higher professional teachers is depicted in Table 1. Both groups of teachers 
tended to refer to student-related factors (five higher professional teachers and six academic 
teachers) and teacher-related factors (four higher professional teachers and four academic 
teachers) rather than school-related factors (one higher professional teacher and two academic 
teachers). 
  Academic and higher professional teachers did not differ in the number of internal and 
external attributions. Five academic and five higher professional teachers mentioned internal 
causes, whereas the groups both mentioned external causes four times. However, academic 
teachers did report that they anticipated on negative and positive student behavior, whereas 
higher professional teachers did not mention this. In this case, student behavior was scored as an 
internal cause by the experts, resulting in a mix of internal and external attributions for student 
behavior for the academic group, whereas the higher professional group consistently attributed 
student (mis)behavior to external causes. Moreover, academic teachers tended to refer to a 
combination of internal and external causes when explaining the dissatisfying aspects of their 
lesson (four academic teachers and one higher professional teacher), whereas higher professional 
teachers tended to refer to either an internal or an external cause. 
  Below, we will discuss the three categories of causes that teachers gave for the dissatisfying 
parts of their lesson in more detail. 

Chapter 3
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Table 1. Thematic overview of the causes given by the teachers (n = 18)

* According to the experts, these teachers did not refer to dissatisfying aspects during the interview.
** Only one of the two experts highlighted an internal-external causal locus for the dissatisfaction aspects of the 
lesson for these teachers. 
*** The experts did not indicate similar causes in this interview.

Exploring teachers’ attributions and causal control for the proceedings of their lesson

Teacher

Teacher 1

Teacher 2

Teacher 3

Teacher 4

Teacher 5

Teacher 6

Teacher 7

Teacher 8

Teacher 9

Teacher 10

Teacher 11

Teacher 12

Teacher 13

Teacher 14

Teacher 15

Teacher 16

Teacher 17

Teacher 18

Teacher training program

Higher professional

Higher professional

Higher professional**

Higher professional

Higher professional

Higher professional**

Higher professional

Higher professional

Higher professional*

Academic

Academic

Academic

Academic

Academic

Academic

Academic

Academic*

Academic***

Themes (category, internal-external)

Student behavior (student, Ex)

Student behavior (student, Ex)

Student behavior (student, Ex)

Expectations of student abilities (student, I)

Teaching behavior (Teacher, I)

Teaching behavior (Teacher, I)

Teaching behavior (Teacher, I)

Student behavior (student, Ex)
Teaching behavior (Teacher, I)
Curricular textbook (School, Ex)
Physical condition teacher (Teacher, I)

-

Student behavior (student, Ex)

Student behavior (student, I)
Teaching behavior (Teacher, I)

Student behavior (student, Ex + I)
Teaching behavior (Teacher, I)

Student behavior (student, Ex)
Weather (uncategorized, Ex)
Curricular textbook (School, Ex)
Colleague (School, Ex)

Expectations of student abilities (student, I)

Expectations of student abilities (student, I)
Extracurricular activities (School, Ex)

Teaching behavior (Teacher, I)

-

-
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Student-related factors
Academic and higher professional teachers did not differ in their references to student-related 
factors (five higher professional teachers and six academic teachers). Student-related factors 
included student behavior and teachers’ expectations about student abilities. Student behavior 
was the cause that was mentioned most frequently by the teachers in this study (four higher 
professional teachers and four academic teachers). Student behavior included students’ attention 
span, student conflicts, and disruptive behavior. For student behavior, we can distinguish two 
types of attributions. First, teachers attributed the proceedings of their lesson to student behavior 
which they had not anticipated. For example, a higher professional teacher said: “The start of the 
lesson was different than usual, because I had just returned from resolving a severe conflict between 
students” (Teacher 2) and an academic teacher said: “These three boys in the front row were really 
rowdy today, terrible” (Teacher 13). Since the teachers did not attempt to change the situation 
these examples were scored by the experts as external. Second, whenever a teacher did anticipate 
student behavior, experts scored the cause as internal. For example, an academic teacher said: “I 
noticed at some point that students were no longer paying attention, and then I thought, ‘We have to 
stop, we’re going to do something else’” (Teacher 12). Both groups of teachers referred to student 
behavior when explaining the proceedings of their lesson. However, academic teachers also 
explained how they anticipated said behavior, whereas higher professional teachers did not.
  Teachers also attributed dissatisfying parts of their lesson to their own expectations about 
students’ abilities (one higher professional teacher and two academic teachers). Most of the 
reasons that were given by these teachers involved a discrepancy between the expected student 
abilities and what students were actually capable of. For example, an academic teacher said: 
“During the lesson I noticed that some students had more difficulties with understanding the materials 
than I had expected. That is why I skipped part of the general instruction in order to spend more time 
explaining that specific part” (Teacher 15). When teachers referred to their own expectations about 
students’ abilities, this was scored as internal. 

Teacher-related factors
Likewise, the two groups of teachers did not differ in the way they attributed the dissatisfying 
aspects of their lesson to teacher-related factors (four higher professional teachers and three 
academic teachers). Teacher-related factors included teaching behavior and the teachers’ physical 
condition. Teachers most often referred to their own teaching behavior (four higher professional 
teachers and three academic teachers). These teachers were dissatisfied with, for example, the 
instructional strategy they used. A higher professional teacher said: “If I could redo the lesson, I 
would make my instructions clearer. I would instruct them to write down which measure they wanted 
to use, and after that stimulate them to check whether it is possible to use this measure. Most students 
started doing calculations straight away, while I thought I had clearly told them to focus on measuring 
first. Next time I want to make these steps clearer” (Teacher 5).
  One higher professional teacher (Teacher 8) attributed the dissatisfying proceeding of his 
lesson to his own physical condition. He said: “I noticed that I also wasn’t very perceptive today.” The 
experts rated all teacher-related aspects as internal.

Chapter 3
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School-related factors
Academic and higher professional teachers less frequently referred to school-related factors (one 
higher professional teacher and two academic teachers). This category included extracurricular 
activities, the textbooks assigned by the school, and colleagues. For example, an academic teacher 
was forced to adjust his lesson plans due to extracurricular activities: “Normally I teach math from 
10.00 to 11.15 a.m., so almost one hour and fifteen minutes. Now I had to split the lesson in two parts. 
I gave instruction in the first part. The subject matter was new to the students, so I had to increase the 
time spent on classroom instruction” (Teacher 15).
 The curricular textbook that teachers were assigned for their math or language lessons was 
also mentioned as a cause for the proceedings of the lesson (one higher professional teacher 
and one academic teacher). More specifically, when teachers were explaining why they used 
a particular lesson structure, they stated they were following the prescriptions of the curricular 
textbook: “I chose this structure for this lesson, because… uh, very boring… because it was prescribed 
in the textbook that I used for this lesson” (Teacher 13). 
  One academic teacher referred to the actions of a colleague when explaining the proceedings 
of the lesson. Teacher 13 said: “That student is disturbing other students. Personally, I would never 
have seated these two students next to each other, but my colleague placed students in these groups.” 
All causes that teachers referred to in this category were scored as external.

Expert ratings of teachers’ causal control
We asked our experts to rate the overall level of causal control for each teacher on a six-point 
scale. To provide some insight into the levels of causal control that were identified, we will give 
some examples of teachers who received a low, middle, or high score on the causal control 
scale. Teachers who were most in control according to the expert ratings (score 5 or 6) attributed 
the proceedings of their lesson to controllable factors such as their own teaching behavior. For 
example, Teacher 14 stated: “Five minutes was simply too long. Most students needed five minutes to 
finish the assignments, but the top students finished within a minute. Then I thought: What am I going 
to do? And then I decided to let them work on another assignment.”  
  Teachers that were given a middle score (score 3 or 4) on the causal control scale referred to a 
combination of controllable (C) and uncontrollable (U) factors when discussing the proceedings 
of their lesson. Teacher 12 was one of these teachers, and the combination of controllable and 
uncontrollable factors which she mentioned is exemplified below. 
“I noticed at some point that students were no longer paying attention, and then I thought, ‘We have to 
stop, we’re going to do something else.” (C)
“Well, the students were more restless. Especially these past two days, as we have been screening two 
groups for dyslexia. This means that the two groups have to play outside at the same time, in order to 
make sure that one of us can do the screening. This makes everything more chaotic for the students, but 
also for me as a teacher.” (U)
“Normally, I evaluate the lesson objectives, but I skipped that part today. However, afterwards I realized 
I could have done it regardless.” (C)
Teachers that were assigned the lowest control levels (score 1 or 2) according to the expert 
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ratings tended to refer to uncontrollable external factors. For example: “The observed lesson was 
not representative of other lessons, at least not for me. Well, it might sound silly, but that is because of 
the weather” (Teacher 13) or “The students had a conflict during the break. They have to solve these 
issues themselves using mediators. Therefore, half of my students were missing when I started my 
instruction, which affected the remainder of my lesson” (Teacher 1), and a final example, “That student 
is in his toddler puberty at the moment. When I say no, don’t do that, he comes up with something else” 
(Teacher 10). 

Differences between higher professional and academic teachers
To create an overview of the causal control ratings of academic and higher professional teachers, 
average scores were calculated (see Table 2). Scores were only included in the analysis when both 
experts agreed that a teacher could be classified as being dissatisfied about certain aspects of 
a lesson, resulting in 14 teachers included in the analysis. Four teachers received only one scale 
score, meaning that one expert did not enter a score.

Table 2. Descriptive statistics of academic and higher professional teachers’ causal control (n = 14)

Both groups of teachers referred to a combination of controllable and uncontrollable causes. 
On average, the group of academic teachers tended to refer slightly more to uncontrollable 
causes (Mdn = 2.75), whereas the group of higher professional teachers listed a higher number of 
controllable causes (Mdn = 4.00).
  A Mann-Whitney U test was conducted to investigate whether higher professional and 
academic teachers differed in their level of causal control over the proceedings of their lesson. 
Results showed that academic and higher professional teachers did not significantly differ in this 
respect (U = 14.00, Z = -1.30, p = .19).

Discussion

In the current study we explored differences between academic and higher professional teachers’ 
causal attributions for the proceedings of their lessons. The main aims were a) to explore whether 
academic and higher professional teachers differed in their attributions for these proceedings 
and b) to explore whether academic and higher professional teachers different in their levels 
of causal control. To address these aims we examined how teachers explained the dissatisfying 
aspects of their lesson. 
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Attributions of academic and higher professional teachers
Academic and higher professional teachers differed in their attributions to a certain extent. 
Academic teachers reported that they anticipated student behavior, whereas higher professional 
teachers made no mention of this. Moreover, academic teachers tended to refer to a combination 
of internal and external causes when explaining the dissatisfying aspects of their lesson, whereas 
higher professional teachers generally referred to either an internal or an external cause.
  Despite these small differences, the two groups of teachers were not markedly different in 
other ways. Academic and higher professional teachers did not differ in the number of attributions 
they made for the three distinguished categories: both groups of teachers most often attributed 
the dissatisfying aspects of the proceedings of their lesson to student-related and teacher-related 
factors. Likewise, the groups did not differ in the number of internal and external attributions that 
were made: we found that both groups of teachers referred as much to internal as to external 
causes when explaining the proceedings of their lesson. Previous studies on teachers’ attributions 
for student behavior and student performance has showed that teachers have a strong tendency 
to refer to external student-related factors, such as student abilities and student effort. Internal 
teacher-related factors, such as teachers’ own behavior, are rarely mentioned (e.g., Jager & 
Denessen, 2015; Soodak & Podell, 1994; Soysal & Radmard, 2017; Mavropoulou & Padeliadu, 2002; 
Wang & Hall, 2018). A possible explanation for the equal number of internal and external causes 
that were reported in the current study might be that we asked teachers to reflect on their own 
teaching practices, whereas in other studies teachers are specifically asked to reflect on student 
behavior or performances (e.g., Wang & Hall, 2018). For example, in Zulfikar and Mujiburrahman’s 
(2017) study, teachers also referred to their own teaching behavior when asked to reflect on their 
own teaching practices. 

Causal control of academic and higher professional teachers
Furthermore, we explored whether academic and higher professional teachers differed in their 
general level of causal control over dissatisfying aspects of the lesson. Although the median 
differed slightly, no significant differences were found between the two groups of teachers. 
On average, academic and higher professional teachers both showed a medium level of causal 
control, meaning that both groups referred to a combination of controllable or uncontrollable 
causes, rather than attributing all dissatisfying aspects to either controllable or uncontrollable 
causes.
 The additional educational and methodological knowledge that academic teachers are 
taught in the academic teaching program has not appeared to lead to differences between 
academic and higher professional teachers in terms of their levels of causal control, the number 
of internal and external attributions and the number of attributions they made for the three 
distinguished categories. A possible explanation for this finding is that teacher training programs 
in the Netherlands in general focuses on teachers’ reflective practices, whether the program is 
academic or not. As a result, the two teacher training programs might address reflective practices 
in a similar way. 

Exploring teachers’ attributions and causal control for the proceedings of their lesson

3



 60  

Limitations
The current study has several limitations. First, the sample size was small. In this study, we used 
a quantitative approach to explore differences between academic and higher professional 
teachers in their general level of causal control. This quantitative study was based on only 14 
teachers in total (7 teachers per group), which had an impact on the statistical power of the 
study. Therefore, the results can only give a first indication of beginning primary school teachers’ 
attributions and the differences between attributions made by academic teachers and higher 
professional teachers. Additional research with a larger sample size is needed in order to increase 
reliability and generalize the results. However, using a qualitative approach did provide us a clearer 
understanding of teachers’ reasoning and the thoughts underlying their classroom behavior. 
  Second, according to the attribution theory individuals have a strong tendency to explore 
causes for success or failure situations in order to explain why things happen (Weiner et al., 1971; 
Weiner, 2010). In this study, we operationalized success and failure in a more general manner, 
namely as teachers’ satisfaction and dissatisfaction with aspects of the lesson. The questions that 
were asked during the interview were rather general and did not explicitly address teachers’ 
satisfaction with the lesson, which meant that teachers did not always clearly state what they 
were satisfied or dissatisfied with or why. As a result, this made it difficult to clearly distinguish 
satisfying and dissatisfying aspects or the teachers’ reasoning behind them. We did find that 
teachers appeared to have a stronger tendency to discuss aspects of their lesson they were 
dissatisfied with rather than satisfied, which corresponds with Weiner (2000), who also reported 
that individuals will especially focus on the causes of negative and unexpected results. A positive 
outcome will less often lead to a thorough reflection. For future research, we would recommend 
asking teachers explicitly about the satisfying and dissatisfying aspects of their lesson, as well as 
their causal attributions for these aspects. Teachers in general have the tendency to relate success 
to internal factors and failure to external factors (attributional bias) (Yehudah, 2002; Wang & Hall, 
2018). This tendency to overestimate the importance of external factors could impede teachers’ 
improvement in teaching and their learning process, since they will not feel responsible for the 
situation. Additional research and a clearer identification of satisfying and dissatisfying aspects 
could give more insight into attributional patterns of teachers for the proceedings of their lesson. 
  Third, we did not fully address all three dimensions of the attribution theory. Following 
previous studies that addressed one or two dimensions of the attribution theory (e.g., Kulinna, 
2007-2008; Mavropoulou & Padeliadu, 2002; Soysal & Radmard, 2017), we investigated teachers’ 
internal-external attributions for the proceedings of their lesson, as well as teachers’ perceptions 
of control over these proceedings. However, separating the dimensions of causal locus and causal 
control proved to be difficult. The dimensions appear to be closely related, which made it difficult 
to identify internal and external causes. For example, Teacher 15 said: “During the lesson I noticed 
that some students had more difficulties with understanding the materials than I had expected. That is 
why I skipped a part of the general instruction in order to spend more time explaining that specific part.” 
In this example, a teacher is explaining that there was a discrepancy between his expectations 
for student abilities and the abilities that students demonstrated during the lesson. It could be 
debated whether this example should be scored as external attribution, because the teacher 
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refers to student abilities, or that it should be scored as internal attribution, since it refers to the 
teacher’s expectations for student abilities. The example could also be scored as an internal cause, 
due to the control a teacher had over the cause of a situation. Had the teacher simply stated that 
the students did not understand the instruction, without him anticipating on the situation, this 
would most likely be scored as an external factor. 
  For future research, it would be interesting to explore teachers’ attributions for the proceedings 
of the lesson based on the three dimensions of the attribution theory: 1) causal locus, 2) causal 
control, and 3) causal stability. This would give a more comprehensive insight into teachers’ 
attributions according to the theory, as causal stability was also found to be important for teachers’ 
persistence and future expectations. Furthermore, it would be worthwhile to focus on the 
distinction between the three dimensions of the theory regarding teachers’ reflections on their 
own practices. This could give more insight into the differences between the three dimensions 
and could clarify how to best categorize teachers’ causal attributions for the proceedings of a 
lesson according to Weiner’s theory (Wang & Hall, 2018).

Implications
Graduates of the academic teacher training program are expected to be qualified teachers who 
contribute to the development and improvement of educational practices in primary education 
by integrating their scientific knowledge, practical skills, and experience (National network of 
academic teacher training programs, 2018). In this study, we found that academic and higher 
professional primary school teachers attributed the proceedings of their lesson to both internal 
and external causes. Compared to other studies focusing on teachers’ attributions, the teachers 
in this study attributed the proceedings of their lesson more often to internal factors (e.g., Jager 
& Denessen, 2015; Soodak & Podell, 1994; Soysal & Radmard, 2017). Academic teachers also 
reported that they anticipated student behavior, whereas higher professional teachers made no 
mention of this. However, a number of teachers still referred to external causes when explaining 
the proceedings of their lesson. Teachers in general have the tendency to relate success to 
internal factors and failure to external factors (Yehudah, 2002; Wang & Hall, 2018), which is a 
rather functional process since it enhances their self-esteem and self-efficacy. However, when 
the dissatisfying aspects of a lesson are too frequently attributed to external factors this may also 
impede teachers’ learning process, as they will feel less responsible for the cause of an event, 
which influences their emotional responses and subsequent instructional strategies (e.g., Kulinna, 
2007-2008; Soodak & Podell, 1994; Wang & Hall, 2018). Therefore, it is important that teachers 
are aware of the attributions they make and the consequences of these attributions for their 
behavior in the classroom (Jager & Denessen, 2015). It should not be assumed that the additional 
knowledge that academic teachers gain during their teacher training program will automatically 
enable them to reflect on their lessons. During a teacher training program, both academic and 
higher professional teachers should learn to critically consider their role as a teacher.
  Finally, we found that teachers in general have a stronger tendency to focus on dissatisfying 
aspects when they are asked to reflect on a lesson. During the course of their study, teachers 
learn to reflect on their practices. These reflection strategies most often focus on negative aspects 
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rather than positive aspects (Janssen, De Hullu, & Tigelaar, 2008). According to Janssen, De Hullu 
and Tigelaar (2008) focusing on teachers’ strengths could enhance teachers’ learning process, 
since they will have more innovative ideas and will be more motivated to implement these 
ideas. Furthermore, teachers using a positive approach to self-reflection were also found to be 
more confident in implementing new teaching strategies (Janssen, De Hullu, & Tigelaar, 2008). 
Therefore, teachers in training should also learn to focus on the positive aspects of their practices 
during self-reflection. 
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