
304 Unit 5: Motivation

gender differences in causal attributions are small (Meece, Glienke, & Burg 2006). Gender 
differences in actual achievement domains such as math also are very small (Lindberg, Hyde, 
Peterson, & Linn, 2010; Reilly, 2012).

ETHNIC DIFFERENCES IN MOTIVATION
Ethnic differences in motivation have been found across cultures as well as within our own cul-
ture. Let’s explore some findings.

Students from Asian cultures tend to have a motivational outlook different from that of 
most students in Western cultures. Students in Western cultures, such as the United States, 
Canada, and England, typically have higher competence beliefs in various subjects than do 
students in East Asian cultures (Wigfield & Cambria, 2010a; Zusho & Pintrich, 2003). This  
is possibly due to the emphasis that East Asian cultures place on self-criticism versus the  
emphasis Western cultures place on self-enhancement (Heine & Hamamura, 2007). For exam-
ple, Chinese parents tend to de-emphasize their children’s successes and provide more negative 
emotional responses to their failures (Ng, Pomerantz, & Lam, 2007). Japanese and Chinese 
students attribute outcomes more to effort and less to ability than do American students (Heine 
et al., 2001). Asian parents’ negative reactions to failures may lead their children to focus on 
self-improvement (Ng et al., 2007). This attitude is consistent with the Asian philosophy 
emphasizing the importance of striving for improvement and the belief that ability is malleable 
(Stipek, 2002).

Within American culture, African American and Hispanic adolescent boys may be most at 
risk motivationally. African American elementary school students believe in personal respon-
sibility for their achievements and failures and have high expectations for success (Graham, 
1984). During adolescence, however, African American and Hispanic boys are more likely than 
other groups to reject achievement-related values and become disengaged in education (Mau & 
Bikos, 2000; Taylor & Graham, 2007). The tendency of minority students to devalue academic 
achievement may result from several factors:

•• an increasing tendency to make external attributions for academic success—believing 
that school success is determined by external forces beyond their control (van Laar, 
2000);

Ethnic Differences in 
Motivation. In some 

cultures, students attribute 
school success more to 
effort, such as studying, 

than to ability.

Gender differences in 
math: See Module 20
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