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 PERCEIVED CONTROL AND
 INSTRUCTION IN THE COLLEGE

 CLASSROOM: Some Implications
 for Student Achievement

 Raymond P. Perry and Wenda J. Dickens

 Recent research suggests that loss of control by students interferes with the quality of
 instruction in the college classroom. The present study examined how four types of
 feedback affected perceived control and student achievement in different instruction
 settings. College students wrote an aptitude test which provided either contingent, low
 noncontingent failure, high noncontingent failure, or no-performance feedback. The
 amount of feedback was varied by modifying the length of the test: short, medium, long.
 The students then observed a videotaped lecture, presented by a low or high expressive
 instructor, and completed a postlecture achievement test. High noncontingent failure
 feedback reduced students' perceived control over their performance and created an
 external attribution profile. For expressive instruction, achievement deteriorated in
 accordance with the severity of students' uncontrollability. Implications are discussed
 regarding loss of control and effective instruction.

 Lecturing continues to be a pervasive method of instruction in college class-
 rooms despite efforts to develop other alternatives (Dunkin and Barnes, 1986).
 Current enrollment patterns and fiscal restraint in universities suggest that it will

 remain predominant in the near future. Factor analytic studies of students' im-
 plicit theories of instruction have identified several discrete teaching behaviors
 that comprise the lecture method such as skill, organization, rapport, expres-
 siveness (e.g., Feldman, 1976; McKeachie and Kulik, 1975). Laboratory sim-
 ulations of two of these behaviors, instructor expressiveness and lecture content,
 indicate that they systematically influence student ratings and achievement

 Parts of this work were presented at the American Psychological Association annual meeting, Los
 Angeles, August 1981.
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 292 PERRY AND DICKENS

 (Abrami, Leventhal, and Perry, 1982; Perry, Abrami, and Leventhal, 1979).
 Field research using direct observation in actual college classrooms has provided
 ecological validation of these behaviors and their impact on students (e.g.,
 Marsh, 1984; Murray, 1983).
 Understanding what makes these teaching behaviors effective requires some
 attention to underlying cognitive processes that link instruction with
 achievement. Perry (1981) has suggested that a teaching behavior's impact is
 due, in part, to its priming effect on information processing activities. These
 instruction-activated processes influence other regulatory mechanisms that,
 together, determine subsequent motivation and performance. For example, the
 stimulus cueing qualities associated with expressiveness, namely, physical
 movement, voice intonation, eye contact, and humor, may activate selective
 attention which, in turn, enhances memory storage and retrieval. Or, instructor

 organization, another teaching behavior, may expand long-term memory
 capacity by providing "chunking" strategies for structuring lecture material.
 Recent research suggests that disrupting information processing activities can
 impede instruction in some classroom settings. Perry and Dickens (1984)
 hypothesized that the cognitive, motivational, and emotional deficits associated
 with loss of control (e.g., Abramson, Garber, and Seligman, 1980; Kuhl, 1985)
 can impair cognitive processes normally activated by expressive instruction.
 They manipulated perceived control using performance feedback, and then
 presented students with a videotaped lecture given by either a low or high
 expressive instructor. For students perceiving control over their academic
 achievement, the high expressive instructor produced more achievement than
 the low expressive instructor. But for those lacking control, the high expressive
 instructor generated no more achievement than the low expressive instructor.
 Loss of control effectively eliminated the capacity of expressive instruction to
 engage cognitive mechanisms instrumental to academic performance.
 Further analysis of this effect was provided in two follow-up studies using
 similar experimental procedures. Perry and Tunna (1988) reasoned that some
 students respond to loss of control by intensifying their efforts to retain control,

 and consequently should continue to benefit from the high expressive instructor
 because their information processing activities are not impaired. Type A
 students, who typically strive harder to retain control when threatened with loss,

 performed better with a high expressive instructor than with a low expressive
 instructor. Their type B counterparts, however, responded differently to loss of
 control: their achievement was not enhanced by the high expressive instructor.
 Perry and Magnusson (1987) examined whether loss of control continues to
 impede instruction in subsequent lectures. They found that, although loss of
 control persisted one week later in a second lecture, it did not impair expressive
 instruction. Cognitive factors involving reactance (Wortman and Brehm, 1975)
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 STUDENTS' PERCEIVED CONTROL IN CLASS 293

 and causal attributions (Weiner, 1979, 1985) appeared responsible for
 modifying the impact of the two types of instruction on students' achievement.
 These studies demonstrate a reliable relationship between perceived control

 and instruction in which cognitive factors play a vital role. Loss of control
 produced a specific attributional profile in which students placed less emphasis
 on ability and effort in explaining their performance. In contrast, students
 having control exhibited an internal attribution locus in which ability and effort
 were regarded as important for performance. More importantly, loss of control
 eliminated the achievement-enhancing effect of expressive instruction. Other
 cognitive factors, namely, type A personality and reactance, appear to offer
 some protection against loss of control so that instruction is not impeded.1

 DIFFERENCES IN LOSS OF CONTROL

 The research on perceived control provides consistent evidence on how one
 cognitive variable can impede teaching effectiveness. But the focus of this
 research has been on students with control compared to those without control
 (Perry, 1985). Loss of control is treated as a unitary state that develops from
 exposure to noncontingent feedback. For some college students, however, loss
 of control constitutes a broad range of experience that can vary from mild to
 severe uncontrollability. Periodically, a student already suffering some
 uncontrollability may encounter situations that cause greater loss. Consequently,
 a typical college classroom may include several students collectively suffering
 loss of control, but differing in degree of uncontrollability. These differences
 are likely to affect students' academic functioning in different ways.

 Learned helplessness theory provides a useful model for addressing this issue
 with its focus on loss of control (e.g., Seligman, 1975). According to Abramson
 et al. (1980), exposure to noncontingent feedback lowers control, causing
 cognitive, motivational, and emotional deficits that interfere with subsequent
 performance. A linear relationship is implied between loss of control and
 performance in which heightened uncontrollability produces corresponding
 decreases in performance. In the classroom context this relationship suggests
 that increases in the degree of uncontrollability in students would cause a related
 decrease in their achievement. If so, this effect would have serious implications
 for teaching effectiveness because student achievement could suffer even more
 than reported in previous studies. Presumably, heightened loss of control would
 impair cognitive functioning in a corresponding fashion, thereby further
 reducing the priming effects of teaching behaviors on students' information
 processing activities. Thus, a linear pattern would develop with effective
 instruction in which heightened uncontrollability causes a progressive decrease
 in student achievement.
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 294 PERRY AND DICKENS

 This linear relationship was examined here by experimentally manipulating
 students' perceived uncontrollability. Three levels of uncontrollability (mild,
 moderate, severe) were induced using noncontingent feedback on either a short,
 medium, or long test given prior to a videotaped lecture (see Perry and Dickens,
 1984). It was predicted that heightened uncontrollability caused by noncon-
 tingent feedback on the short, medium, and long tests would lower postlecture
 achievement in a corresponding linear fashion. Students experiencing mild loss
 of control on the short test would perform better than those developing moderate
 or extreme loss of control from the medium or long tests, respectively.
 Similarly, students suffering moderate loss of control would do better than those
 with extreme loss of control. Low and high expressiveness were used to define
 ineffective and effective instruction based on Perry and associates' previous
 research. A linear decrease in achievement was predicted only for expressive
 instruction since low expressive instruction would have little priming effect on
 students' information processing activities.
 The linear hypothesis was tested in connection with four types of feedback
 that can occur in a college classroom. Two noncontingent failure conditions
 (low, high) were used because students experience varying densities of
 noncontingent feedback, and these may ultimately have very different
 consequences (cf. Brophy, 1981). Low noncontingent failure consisted of 24%
 negative outcomes, and high noncontingent failure involved 73% negative
 outcomes. A student who receives 80% negative and 20% positive
 noncontingent feedback is likely to develop more severe loss of control than one
 who receives 20% negative and 80% positive noncontingent feedback (Miller
 and Norman, 1979). Although helplessness theory makes no distinction between
 positive and negative noncontingent outcomes, accumulating empirical evidence
 suggests otherwise. Noncontingent failure consistently causes loss of control,
 but noncontingent success is less reliable (cf. Miller and Norman, 1979;
 Rothbaum, Weisz, and Snyder, 1982). The position adopted here reflects the
 empirical literature so that high (73%) noncontingent failure was expected to
 cause loss of control, but low (24%) noncontingent failure was not.

 The two noncontingent failure conditions were combined with two other
 feedback conditions: contingent and no-feedback. The contingent feedback
 condition provided positive and negative outcomes on the prelecture test that
 were directly related to the accuracy of responding. The no-feedback condition
 involved a standard IBM answer sheet that provided students with no feedback
 on their performance. These two feedback conditions depicted other feedback
 conditions students typically encounter in normal classroom routine, and
 provided experimental comparison groups for the two noncontingent feedback
 conditions. Increased exposure to both types of feedback was not expected to
 lower students' perceived control since response-outcome noncontingency was
 absent.
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 METHOD

 Subjects

 The subjects were 428 male and female introductory psychology students at
 the University of Manitoba. Subjects volunteered for an experimental session
 after receiving a brief description of the study. Experimental treatments were
 randomly assigned to sessions. All subjects received course credit for research
 participation.

 Materials

 Contingency Task

 Perry and Dickens' aptitude test (1984) was used to manipulate response-
 outcome contingency feedback. Verbal analogies, sentence-completion, and
 quantitative questions made up the test, similar to those found on the Miller's
 Analogies Test and the Graduate Record Exam. The length of the aptitude test
 was modified by using different numbers of items to produce three test lengths:
 short (25 items), medium (50 items), and long (75 items). The short test length
 had 10 verbal analogies, 5 quantitative questions, and 10 sentence completions.
 The medium and the long test lengths had two and three times as many
 questions per section, respectively. Time limits were set at five minutes per
 section for the short test, for a total of 15 minutes; ten minutes per section for
 the medium test, for a total of 30 minutes; and 15 minutes per section for the
 long test (45 minutes). The medium test corresponded to Perry and Dickens'
 (1984) original contingency task.

 Multiple-choice answer sheets were designed for each test length using the
 same procedure. Four alternatives for each item provided feedback indicating
 whether the student's choice was correct (C) or incorrect (X). A special yellow
 ink-marker caused the chosen alternative to become visible and provided the
 student with immediate response feedback. A separate answer sheet was
 designed for contingent and noncontingent feedback. The contingent answer
 sheet contained response alternatives labelled accurately with a correct
 alternative designated as C, and an incorrect alternative designated as X. For
 each item a C could only be obtained by selecting the correct alternative.

 Two different noncontingent answer sheets were designed for the low and
 high noncontingent feedback conditions. The low noncontingent answer sheet
 provided failure (X) feedback for 24% of the items for each test length as
 follows: short = 6 items; medium = 12 items; long = 18 items. Thus, for the
 short test, 6 randomly selected items had all four response alternatives
 designated X, such that selecting any of the four alternatives resulted in an X
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 answer. Similarly, for each of the 19 correct items, selecting any alternative
 resulted in a C answer. The high noncontingent answer sheet provided failure
 (X) feedback on approximately 73% of the items for each test length as follows:
 short = 18 items; medium = 37 items; long = 55 items.2 Consequently, for
 the short test, 18 randomly selected items had all four response alternatives
 designated X, so that selecting any of the four alternatives resulted in an X
 answer. A similar procedure was used for the medium and long high
 noncontingent failure answer sheets.

 A standard IBM answer sheet was used for the no feedback condition.

 Subjects recorded their answers using a regular pencil, and received no feedback
 regarding the accuracy of their choice. This condition was designed to represent
 testing conditions that are common in some college classrooms.

 Videotapes

 Two 25-minute color videotape lectures were used which differed
 systematically in instructor expressiveness (low, high). A psychology professor
 made a presentation from actual lecture notes on a topic (sex role stereotypes)
 that was not discussed in the subjects' courses. Expressiveness was defined in
 terms of physical movement, voice inflection, eye contact, and humor:
 decreased or increased frequencies of these behaviors represented the low and
 high expressiveness conditions. Lecture content referred to the number of
 teaching points presented during the videotape presentation, and was equated
 across lecture conditions by selecting the high-content videotapes originally
 developed by Perry, Abrami, Leventhal, and Check (1979, Study 2).

 Dependent Measures

 The dependent measures included five contingency task measures and one
 lecture measure. For the contingency task, one item was used to assess the
 contingency manipulation. Students were asked to rate how much control they
 had over their aptitude performance (1 = no control; 10 = total control). An
 attribution profile was used to determine the cognitive effects of the contingency
 task and involved four attribution items: ability, effort, test difficulty,
 and luck. Students rated the extent to which each factor determined their

 aptitude performance (1 = not at all, 10 = entirely). An achievement test was
 used for the postlecture dependent measure. It consisted of 30 multiple-choice
 questions based on the lecture content and was designed to assess both retention
 and conceptual understanding.
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 STUDENTS' PERCEIVED CONTROL IN CLASS 297

 Procedure

 The experiment consisted of two stages: (1) response-outcome contingency
 feedback, and (2) classroom lecture simulation. Before beginning the
 contingency task, all subjects were informed that the experiment concerned the
 teaching process, and that they would write an aptitude test and view a
 videotaped lecture. They were also told that, following the lecture, they would
 be tested on it. The contingency feedback manipulation combined aptitude test
 length (short, medium, long) and feedback (contingent, low noncontingent
 failure, high noncontingent failure, no feedback) in a 3 x 4 factorial design.
 The subjects were tested in groups of 15-20 and were seated alternately with a
 seat between each. Subjects received a folder with the appropriate materials,
 and were told how to use the ink-markers and the invisible answer sheets, or the

 IBM sheets. All subjects then responded to the aptitude test using the
 appropriate answer sheet, after which they completed the contingency task
 attribution questionnaire.

 During the lecture phase all subjects watched a videotaped lecture presented
 on an Advent 1000A Videobeam Color Projection Unit which projects a 2.2
 meter (seven-foot) diagonal color image. After the lecture the subjects
 completed the student achievement test. The subjects were debriefed to
 eliminate any misperceptions and to ensure that their participation constituted a
 learning experience. Abramson et al. (1980) describe in attribution terms how
 debriefing can eliminate residual helplessness effects.

 RESULTS

 The linear hypothesis was tested in both the contingency feedback and
 classroom simulation phases with planned trend analyses. The contingency task
 stage involved a test length (short, medium, long) by contingency feedback
 (contingent, low noncontingent failure, high noncontingent failure, no
 feedback) 3x4 factorial design with five dependent measures. An analysis of
 variance (anova) trend analysis was used for the perceived control measure,
 and a multivariate analysis of variance (manova) for the four causal
 attributions. The lecture stage consisted of the same basic 3x4 factorial design
 in which student achievement was the only dependent measure. The core 3x4
 factorial design was tested with anova trend analysis in each low and high
 expressive condition separately, since between-instructor effects were not the
 focus of this study.

 Contingency Task

 Perceived Control

 The contingency feedback manipulation was designed to influence students'
 perceptions of control over their performance on the task. If the manipulation
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 TABLE 1. Means and Standard Deviations for the Contingency Task Measures

 Contingent Low Noncontingent Failure

 Short Medium Long Short Medium Long

 Control (1)*
 M 6.11 6.27 6.11 6.39 5.82 5.94

 SD 2.31 2.43 2.54 2.02 2.73 2.21

 Ability (2)
 M 6.00 6.32 5.89 6.59 5.93 6.80

 SD 2.28 2.47 2.49 2.18 2.67 1.83

 Effort (2)
 M 6.18 6.32 6.21 7.17 6.11 6.60

 SD 2.00 1.95 2.24 1.75 2.85 2.27

 T. difficulty (2)
 M 7.00 6.52 6.86 6.41 5.59 6.37

 SD 1.89 2.03 2.17 2.06 3.09 2.33

 Luck (2)
 M 3.29 3.77 3.00 3.93 3.82 4.23

 SD 2.17 2.06 1.95 1.98 2.73 2.37

 Aptitude test score*
 M 58.87 56.86 62.79 74.90 74.59 73.68
 SD 13.55 13.66 14.04 2.81 3.67 2.88

 n 38 44 44 29 27 35

 was effective, then high noncontingent failure should lower control in
 comparison to the other feedback groups, and should manifest a trend in which
 control diminishes with increased test length (see Table 1 for means and
 standard deviations). A test length (short, medium, long) by contingency
 feedback (contingent, low noncontingent failure, high noncontingent failure, no
 feedback) 3x4 anova produced a significant contingency feedback main
 effect, F(3,414) = 43.16, p < .001.
 One-tailed Bonferroni Mests (Kirk, 1982) were used to determine whether
 differences in perceived control between contingency groups followed
 helplessness theory. For the six comparisons, t = 2.94, df = 414, and alpha =
 .01. The high noncontingent failure group perceived less control than the
 contingent group (f = 10.55), the low noncontingent failure group (r = 9.24),
 or the no-feedback group (t = 7.84). No differences in perceived control
 occurred between the contingent and low noncontingent groups (t < 1), the
 contingent and no-feedback groups (t = 2.79), or the low noncontingent failure
 and no-feedback groups (t = 2.16). These results show that loss of control
 occurred only for high noncontingent failure feedback and are consistent with
 previous evidence (Miller and Norman, 1979; Rothbaum et al., 1982). As
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 TABLE 1. (Continued)

 High Noncontingent
 Failure No Feedback

 Short Medium Long Short Medium Long

 Control (1)
 M 3.48 2.87 1.83 5.33 5.45 5.29

 SD 2.05 2.42 1.72 2.26 1.98 2.55

 Ability (2)
 M 3.36 3.20 2.09 5.64 5.67 5.64

 SD 2.39 3.06 2.19 2.48 2.22 2.61

 Effort (2)
 M 4.81 4.13 2.26 6.51 6.86 5.82

 SD 2.39 3.14 1.94 2.05 1.66 2.40

 T. difficulty (2)
 M 7.13 4.93 3.22 7.44 7.31 6.84

 SD 2.35 3.45 2.65 2.23 1.85 2.44

 Luck (2)
 M 3.13 3.00 2.96 4.51 4.56 3.91

 SD 2.25 2.61 2.99 2.57 2.24 2.39

 Aptitude test score*
 M 21.42 24.33 24.41 58.56 55.52 61.10

 SD 4.33 4.33 2.18 14.78 12.24 15.16

 n 31 30 23 39 42 45

 a These numbers refer to the following statements:

 1 . How much control did you have over your performance on the aptitude test?
 1 =No control; 10 = total control.

 2. How much did

 1 =Not at all a factor; 10 = Entirely a factor.

 b Aptitude test scores represent percentage correct on short (25 items), medium (50 items), and long
 (75 items) tests.

 expected, contingent feedback did not lower control; nor did low noncontingent
 failure or no feedback.3

 Planned trend analysis contrasts (Kirk, 1982) were computed for each
 contingency condition to determine whether perceived control diminished as test
 length increased. A linear trend should be found only for high noncontingent
 failure feedback since the r-tests indicated that this was the single feedback
 condition that produced loss of control. Results revealed a significant linear
 trend in the high noncontingent failure group, F(l,414) = 6.82, p = .009, but
 none in the contingent, low noncontingent failure, or no- feedback groups. These
 results confirm the linear hypothesis in that high noncontingent failure lowered
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 perceived control as the amount of feedback increased, without a similar pattern
 developing in other contingency feedback conditions.

 Causal Attributions

 The perceived control measure was analyzed separately from the four
 attributions using anova because it represents a different social judgment
 process than causal ascription. The four causal attributions indicate whether the
 contingency feedback affected students' attributional processes. Loss of control
 caused by noncontingent feedback should produce more external and/or unstable
 attribution patterns. A m anova procedure was used with the four attributions
 because they were a conceptual unit involving similar judgmental processes
 (Weiner, 1979, 1985). manova procedures are appropriate when dependent
 measures are conceptually related, and considered as a combined effect
 (Marascuilo and Levin, 1983). Discriminant function analysis was used to probe
 significant manova effects, rather than separate anovas, to maintain the
 conceptual unity of the effect.

 A test length (short, medium, long) by contingency feedback (contingent, low
 noncontingent failure, high noncontingent failure, no-feedback) 3x4 manova
 trend analysis (Marascuilo and Levin, 1983) revealed a significant linear trend
 for test length, F(4,412) = 6.20, p < .001, contingency feedback, F(12,1242)
 = 13.88, p < .001, and the test length by contingency feedback interaction,
 F(12,1242) = 2.66, p < .002. Further analyses were restricted to the
 interaction since it qualified both main effects. A discriminant function analysis
 of the test length by contingency feedback interaction clarified the multivariate
 effects. The procedure generates one or more functions which describe the
 relative relationship between the measures under consideration in terms of
 structure loadings. The loadings indicate the relative importance of the measures
 in the overall function. One function accounted for 91 . 15% of the variance and

 produced the following structure correlations and z weights: - .308 (.128) for
 ability; - .593(- .433) for effort; - .921(- .850) for test difficulty; -.001(.070)
 for luck. The function is characterized by a moderate, negative loading on
 effort, and a high, negative loading on test difficulty. This profile suggests that
 the students are placing a strong deemphasis on test difficulty, and a moderate
 deemphasis on effort in explaining their aptitude test performance.

 This attribution profile describes how students generally explained their per-
 formance, but it does not indicate whether the profile changed across test length
 conditions for the different contingency groups. Specifically, the pattern of re-
 sults should follow the perceived control measure results so that high noncon-
 tingent failure feedback affects students' attributions as test length increases
 without comparable changes in the other contingency groups. To address this
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 question, group centroids were computed for the 12 experimental conditions in
 the interaction. The centroids indicate how the groups differ with respect to the
 attribution profile generated by the discriminant function analysis. Thus, for this
 interaction, each contingency group can be examined across the three test length
 conditions to determine how the attribution profile was affected (see Table 2).
 The group centroids for each feedback condition were compared across the

 three test lengths using a modified Bonferroni procedure (see Perry and
 Dickens, 1984, p. 977, for the formula). A one-tailed critical t = 3. 16 was used
 for the 12 comparisons in the interaction with df = 414 and alpha set at .01 . For
 high noncontingent failure feedback, group centroids increased (less negative
 values) significantly between the short and medium test lengths (r = 3.55), the
 medium and long test lengths (r = 3.32), and the short and long test lengths (t
 = 6.65). For the contingent, low noncontingent failure, and no-feedback
 conditions, group centroids were unchanged across the three test lengths. This
 means that, as test length increased, only high noncontingent failure students
 placed greater emphasis on the attribution profile. These students increasingly
 discounted test difficulty and effort attributions as exposure to high
 noncontingent failure feedback increased.
 What these results clearly demonstrate is that the contingency task

 manipulation affected students' perceived control and causal attributions in the
 predicted manner. High noncontingent failure feedback lowered students'
 perceptions of control over their performance in comparison to contingent
 feedback, low noncontingent failure feedback, and no feedback. It also
 intensified uncontrollability in direct relation to the amount of exposure. In a
 parallel manner, high noncontingent failure produced pronounced changes in
 students' causal attributions corresponding to their loss of control. Helplessness
 theory predicts attribution differences in keeping with varying degrees of
 uncontrollability. Thus, having ensured that loss of control has been induced
 and that it follows prescribed patterns, the major question regarding loss of
 control and instruction can be addressed.

 TABLE 2. Group Centroids for the Test Length x Contingency Feedback
 Interaction for the Causal Attribution Profile

 Test Length

 Contingency Group Short Medium Long

 Contingent -3.302 -3.125 -3.272
 Low noncontingent
 failure -3.233 -2.770 -3.087

 High noncontingent
 failure -3.226 -2.318 -1.397

 No feedback -3.505 -3.530 -3.176
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 Quality of Instruction

 The linear hypothesis was assessed in a simulated classroom by examining
 students' achievement following the videotaped lectures. The hypothesis
 predicted a linear trend in the high noncontingent failure group across test length
 conditions without comparable trends in the contingent, low noncontingent
 failure, or no-feedback conditions. A test length (short, medium, long) by
 contingency feedback (contingent, low noncontingent failure, high noncon-
 tingent failure, or no-feedback) 3x4 anova trend analysis (Kirk, 1982, pp.
 279ff ) was computed for the low and the high expressive instruction conditions
 separately (see Table 3 for achievement means and standard deviations). For the
 low expressive instructor, the trend analysis revealed no significant main or
 interaction effects. For the high expressive instructor, there was a significant
 linear test length by contingency feedback interaction, F(6,205) = 2.39, p =
 .03, but no significant main effects.
 The significant test length by contingency feedback interaction was probed
 with linear trend analyses for each contingency group receiving high expressive
 instruction. A significant linear trend occurred for high noncontingent failure
 feedback, F(l,205) = 4.97, p = .027, and for contingent feedback, F(l,205)

 TABLE 3. Means and Standard Deviations for Student Achievement

 Low Expressive Instructor
 Contingency Group Short Medium Long

 Contingent 18.10 (4.91) 17.77 (4.30) 19.53 (4.38)
 n 20 22 19

 Low noncon. failure 17.25 (4.57) 17.93 (5.28) 16.53 (4.72)
 n 16 15 17

 High noncon. failure 18.00(5.17) 16.31 (5.15) 15.93(5.08)
 n 15 13 14

 No feedback 16.00 (4.55) 16.00 (4.30) 18.95 (5.24)
 n 19 21 20

 High Expressive Instructor
 Short Medium Long

 Contingent 22.84 (3.88) 20.50 (3.61) 20.08 (4.13)
 n 19 22 25

 Low noncon. failure 19.15 (5.11) 20.75 (2.30) 21.83 (4.73)
 n 13 12 18

 High noncon. failure 21.50 (3.29) 19.47 (5.11) 17.44 (6.73)
 n 16 17 9

 No feedback 20.90(3.49) 17.91(5.23) 21.00(4.46)
 n 20 21 25
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 = 4.32, p = .039. The linear trends were insignificant for low noncontingent
 failure feedback, F( 1,205) = 2.84, p = .09, and for no feedback, F( 1,205) <
 1. The patterns of these results are depicted in Figures 1 and 2. In Figure 1,
 increasing the amount of high density noncontingent failure had no effect on
 achievement in the low expressive condition, and decreased achievement
 dramatically in the high expressive condition as predicted by the linear
 hypothesis. In contrast, although low noncontingent failure also had no effect in
 the low expressive condition, it actually increased achievement marginally in
 the high expressive condition. In Figure 2, the amount of contingent feedback
 did not affect achievement with the low expressive instructor, but did decrease
 achievement with the high expressive instructor. No feedback had no effect on
 achievement in either expressive condition.

 DISCUSSION

 Perceived Control

 Perceived control was conceptualized in terms of learned helplessness theory
 (Seligman, 1975). The theory is a useful model for studying loss of control
 because it enables control to be manipulated directly, unlike trait definitions of
 control (e.g., Lefcourt et al., 1979; Stipek and Weisz, 1981), and because
 noncontingent feedback occurs with some regularity in classrooms (Brophy,
 1981). Consistent with helplessness theory, high noncontingent failure caused
 perceived loss of control in all three test length conditions compared to
 contingent feedback, low noncontingent failure feedback, and no feedback. It

 FIG. 1. Student achievement for low and high noncontingent failure feedback as a
 function of test length and instructional quality.
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 also caused a linear decrease in perceived control as test length increased from
 short, to medium, to long. No similar decreases in control occurred for
 contingent, low noncontingent failure, or no feedback students. Finally, high
 noncontingent failure changed students' attributions significantly as test length
 increased. With greater exposure these students increasingly deemphasized test
 difficulty and effort to explain their performance. No comparable attribution
 changes occurred across test length conditions for the contingent, low
 noncontingent failure, or no feedback students.
 The attributional pattern produced by high noncontingent failure should be
 interpreted in relation to the students' degree of control and level of
 performance. Specifically, students deemphasized test difficulty and effort,
 while experiencing loss of control and high failure. According to Abramson et
 al. (1980), loss of control is least debilitating when attributions for failure are
 made to external (task difficulty) and/or unstable (effort) causes. Since test
 difficulty and effort were deemphasized here as causes for poor performance,
 the conditions would be optimal for helplessness to develop. Loss of control
 would have been less debilitating had students attributed their failure to the
 difficulty of the test, its lack of validity, or their lack of trying.
 Contrary to helplessness theory, these results also indicate that lower densities
 of noncontingent failure feedback do not cause loss of control, in spite of the
 fact that response and outcome were independent events. In fact, low
 noncontingent failure students responded like contingent students in terms of
 perceived control and causal attributions. This pattern is consistent with Perry et
 al. (1986), who found that low (24%), but not medium (40%), noncontingent
 failure caused students to respond as if they received contingent feedback. The

 FIG. 2. Student achievement for contingent feedback and no feedback as a function of
 test length and instructional quality.
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 results are also consistent with empirical evidence in the helplessness literature.
 For example, Miller and Norman (1979) reported a study by Miller and Gold
 (1978) in which subjects performed better following 80% noncontingent
 reinforcement (i.e., 20% noncontingent failure) than after 50% noncontingent
 reinforcement (i.e., 50% noncontingent failure). Benson and Kennelly (1976)
 found that 100% noncontingent reinforcement produced the same performance
 as contingent reinforcement. It is clear from these studies that low
 noncontingent failure is a very different phenomenon than high noncontingent
 failure, and that helplessness theory may require some modification to account
 for its effects (Rothbaum et al., 1982).

 When compared to previous research using the contingency feedback task
 (Perry and Dickens, 1984; Perry and Magnusson, 1987; Perry et al., 1986), the
 results show that the manipulation produced reliable effects on perceived
 control. The medium test length conditions used here are the appropriate
 comparison groups since the prior research used this length. For the perceived
 control measure, contingent feedback produced similar results in Perry and
 Magnusson (1987), Perry and Dickens (1984), Perry et al. (1986), and the
 present study: A/s = 6.26, 6.21, 6.57, 6.27, respectively.4 Varying the amount
 of noncontingent failure also produced a consistent pattern of results across
 studies. High (74%) noncontingent failure in Perry and Dickens and the present
 study caused greatest loss of control (Ms = 2.81, 2.87, respectively); moderate
 (50%) noncontingent failure in Perry and Magnusson produced less uncontrol-
 lability (Ms= 3.78, 3.36); low (24%) noncontingent failure in Perry et al. and
 in the present study generated perceptions of control that are comparable to
 contingent feedback (A/s = 7.01, 5.82). Thus, the task produces results that are
 both reliable and consistent with theoretical predictions. And although the low
 noncontingent failure feedback effect is theoretically inconsistent, it is
 replicable and congruent with empirical evidence in the helplessness literature
 (Miller and Norman, 1979; Rothbaum et al., 1982).

 Differences in Uncontrollability
 and College Instruction

 It is clear from the student achievement results that loss of control poses a
 significant threat to effective classroom instruction. Heightened uncontrollabil-
 ity progressively eroded the performance of high noncontingent failure students
 receiving expressive instruction (Figure 1, right panel). Similar performance
 decrements were not evident in low noncontingent failure students who
 experienced no loss of control. In fact, their performance showed a marginal
 increase with greater exposure to this feedback. When instruction is ineffective
 (Figure 1 , left panel), however, little advantage is gained from having control or
 from avoiding severe loss of control. Performance was universally poor in all

This content downloaded from 146.244.101.138 on Mon, 06 Jan 2020 04:50:11 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 306 PERRY AND DICKENS

 conditions and similar to the worst results obtained with the high expressive
 instructor. It may be that low expressive instruction independently caused loss
 of control, thereby eliminating any control differences experimentally induced
 prior to the experiment. Along these lines Perry and Magnusson (1987) have
 argued that ineffective instruction poses a significant threat to students because
 they view it as an impediment to their goal attainment.
 Although expressive instruction does not allay performance decrements in
 cases of heightened uncontrollability, it is of some benefit when loss of control
 is less severe. High noncontingent failure students, who experienced mild or
 moderate loss of control (short and medium tests), performed much better with
 the expressive instructor than those who experienced severe loss of control (long
 test). Similar achievement benefits did not occur with low expressive instruction
 in which the performance of all three groups was equally poor. Thus, expressive
 instruction appears to be a viable, though perhaps not optimal, teaching method
 when loss of control is less severe. In Perry's analysis (1981) these results
 further clarify the potential of loss of control to impede instruction-activated
 cognition. If attention and other regulatory mechanisms are impaired by loss of
 control (e.g., Perry and Dickens, 1984), than heightened uncontrollability poses
 an additional threat to information processing activities. Of course, the full
 range of this threat is not represented in this study, so that greater cognitive
 deficits and corresponding achievement decrements are possible.
 When the low and high noncontingent failure conditions are considered
 together, two very different student profiles emerge. Students exposed to low
 noncontingent failure continued to believe that they had control over their
 academic performance (cf., Miller and Norman, 1979; Rothbaum et al., 1982).
 In cognitive terms they viewed effort and test difficulty as important factors in
 their performance. This perception has high instrumental value and ensures
 reasonable persistence in their goal attainment. When failure occurs, a lack of
 effort attribution will maintain continued striving; and if success is not
 forthcoming, a "difficult test" attribution will enable disengagement without
 loss of self-esteem. Further exposure to low noncontingent failure does little to
 change this cognitive orientation. In a lecture situation these students are able to
 benefit from effective instruction like their contingent feedback counterparts
 who theoretically have optimal control (cf., Perry et al., 1986). They exhibit a
 mastery orientation that gives the appearance of becoming even stronger with
 increased exposure to this type of feedback.
 In contrast, students exposed to high noncontingent failure believe they have
 less control over their achievement, and view effort and test difficulty as less
 important in explaining their performance. This cognitive orientation becomes
 much stronger when exposure to this feedback increases. Loss of control is
 intensified, and effort and test difficulty are further deemphasized as
 explanations for performance. Without these attributions available, self-esteem
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 is increasingly threatened since lack of ability becomes a more plausible
 explanation for high failure. Loss of control becomes more entrenched because
 test difficulty and lack of effort are no longer viable alternatives to excuse poor
 performance. The ensuing cognitive profile conveys a helplessness orientation
 that threatens subsequent learning activities. When presented with quality
 instruction, these students show progressive deterioration in their performance
 corresponding to the severity of their loss of control.
 Unlike low and high noncontingent failure, contingent feedback and no

 feedback generated comparable performance in both instruction conditions
 (Figure 2). This is not surprising since increased exposure did not affect control
 in either the contingent (Ms = 6.11, 6.27, 6.11) or no feedback (Afs = 5.33,
 5.45, 5.29) conditions, although the absolute level is marginally higher in the
 contingent condition. Further comparability is revealed in the actual
 performance on the aptitude test: contingent, Afs = 58.87%, 56.86%, 62.79%;
 no feedback, A#s = 58.56%, 55.52%, 61.10%. Contingent feedback does not
 appear to offer any advantages over no feedback, at least under these
 instructional conditions. What is surprising is the significant trend caused by
 contingent feedback with expressive instruction. Closer inspection of these
 results, however, shows that achievement decreased only between the short and
 the medium test lengths. An examination of the perceived control and causal
 attribution measures following the contingency task further supports the view
 that the trend is an artifact. Contingent students appear to be responding more
 like the low noncontingent failure and no feedback students rather than the high
 noncontingent failure students.
 Like low noncontingent failure, contingent feedback and no feedback provide

 alternate experimental comparison conditions for the high noncontingent failure
 group. All three conditions caused students to feel more control over their
 performance and to exhibit a mastery orientation. From an ecological
 perspective, however, the contingent and no feedback conditions appear to be
 the least appropriate for classroom teaching practices. Contingent feedback,
 while theoretically appealing, would be difficult to achieve in view of the
 complexities of the college classroom. Because of the variety of feedback
 sources, students are bound to experience some noncontingent feedback (cf.
 Brophy, 1981). No feedback is a less suitable comparison condition in view of
 the position advocated by learning theory. Research-informed instructors would
 attempt to include performance feedback in their teaching practices whenever
 possible.

 Finally, the results provide some guidance for developing effective teaching
 practices in the college classroom. One alternative would be to reduce the
 density of noncontingent failure from high to low, since low densities may
 increase student achievement. Another alternative would be to reduce the total

 amount of high noncontingent failure because large amounts impair
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 achievement. Both alternatives may be possible by modifying such teaching
 practices as teacher praise, exam feedback, teacher-student interactions, and so
 on. The objective in each case would be to identify the nature of the
 response-outcome relationships (contingent versus noncontingent), and to detect
 the incidence of noncontingent failure. Since noncontingent outcomes are
 virtually unavoidable in classrooms, these alternatives provide a more realistic
 approach to instruction than attempting to give only contingent feedback.
 Applying these results directly to field settings, however, should be done with
 extreme caution. Perry et al. (1986) have noted that the contingency task
 represents only one of several sources causing loss of control in a student's
 environment. Aside from academic failure, social ineptness, financial
 instability, and personal trauma can also contribute to loss of control. In each
 case these brief, short-duration environmental events should be considered
 along with more stable perceptions of control (e.g., locus of control; type A/B
 behavior). The contingent and noncontingent feedback procedures are also
 somewhat artificial, but this discrepancy diminishes as more college professors
 recognize the importance of immediate feedback and incorporate it into their
 teaching practices through microcomputers or personalized student instruction
 (PSI). Moreover, the depiction of instruction using videotapes offers strong
 experimental control, but also increases the potential threat to external validity
 (Perry, Abrami, and Leventhal, 1979). Of course, this threat is of less
 consequence as the laboratory simulation more closely approximates field
 settings (e.g., televised courses). Finally, the effects associated with one
 teaching behavior, in this case instructor expressiveness, may not characterize
 other effective teaching behaviors that have been identified in the college
 classroom (e.g., Feldman, 1976; Murray, 1983). These problems suggest
 extreme care is needed when generalizing these results, and specify important
 issues for future research.

 Acknowledgments. This research was undertaken with grants from the Social Sciences
 and Humanities Research Council of Canada, and completed while the first author was a
 NATO Senior Scientist fellow and the second author a SSHRCC doctoral fellow. Support
 was also received from Dr. Bernard Weiner and the Department of Psychology, UCLA.

 NOTES

 1. It should be noted that loss of control was conceptualized as a transient, cognitive state which
 develops from classroom experiences. Perry and Dickens distinguished transient from stable
 perceptions of control by assuming that situational factors moderate state control regardless of a
 student's dispositional level of control (e.g., Lefcourt et al., 1979; Stipek and Weisz, 1981). Loss
 of control occurs because the students perceive that they can no longer affect important academic
 outcomes.

 2. "Approximately" 73% is used to describe the high noncontingent failure feedback because the
 exact amount varied with the length of the test, i.e., short = 72%, medium = 74%, long = 73%.
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 3. According to Perry and Dickens (1984), the contingency manipulation can explain perceived
 control differences only if perceived success does not vary between the experimental groups. No
 perceived success differences were found, so differential reinforcement was ruled out as an
 alternate explanation. Similar analyses were performed here for each test length. For the short test

 length, perceived success did vary between the contingency groups; however, for the medium and
 long test lengths, no differences were found. Consequently, for the medium and long test lengths,
 contingency feedback was solely responsible for control differences. Note that Perry et al. (1986)
 ensured that reinforcement was identical between contingency groups and also found no
 differences in perceived success.

 4. For comparison purposes, Perry et al. 's data (1986) were converted from 0-9 scales to 1-10 scales
 to be compatible with Perry and Magnusson (1987), Perry and Dickens (1984), and the present
 study.
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