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Teachers' Evaluative Comments

and Pupil Perception of Control
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ABSTRACT

The effect of evaluative teacher comments upon pupil
perception of control was investigated in a six-weekexperi-
mental study conducted in an inner-city junior high school.
A significant treatment effect was revealed which showed
that pupils who were provided evaluative comments on all
tests and assignments returned by their teachers showed
greater "internality" as measured by the Bialer locus of con-
trol questionnaire than their peers in the control group. It
was concluded that evaluative comments by teachers can
affect the way in which pupils perceive their world.

THE AMOUNTOFTIME spent by a teacher writing
evaluative comments on student work is likely to reflect
the extent to which they believe such comments will
facilitate student motivation to improve academically.
However, until the work by Page (9) in 1958, there had
been little research to document the effect of evaluative
teacher comments.

Using a large-scale and well-designed study, Page was
able to demonstrate-that when letter grades on a test
paper were supplemented with either pre-specified com-
ments or freely generated teacher comments, pupil per-
formance on a subsequent test was superior to the per-
formance of pupils in the control group who received let-
ter grades alone. A post hoc analysis revealed significant
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differences between each of the treatment conditions and

the control group but no significant difference was found
between the use of pre-specified and "free" comments.

A number of more recent studies have considered the
interactive effects of evaluative comments and individual

differences upon subsequent task performance. Hammer
(5) showed that when teacher comments were consistent
with expected grades, subsequent performance was sig-
nificantly better than when either pre-specified comments
or no comments were provided. Discrepancies between
teacher marks and pupil expectations were shown by
Pickup and Anthony (10), however, to have little relation-
ship with school performance and selected personality
variables. The ordering of positive vs. negative feedback
on novel tasks was shown by Clair and Synder (3) to be
an important moderator variable in predicting subsequent
performance on a school related task. The study by Ham-
mer (5) and another hy Linter and Ducette (7) both
revealed locus of control to be an important moderator
variable with "external" subjects showing great~r responsive-
ness to positive comments. The latter study, which incor-
porated sex as an independent variable found the above
relationship most pronounced for the males with locus
of control unrelated to treatment effects for the females.

While the above studies have been successful in identi-

fying factors related to the motivational effect of evalua-
tive comments, in each case a performance criterion fol-
lowing feedback was used as a basis for judging the effect.
It may be of interest, however, to evaluate the effect of
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evaluative comments other than by means of performance

criteria, especially if subjects are repeatedly exposed to
evaluative comments. Whereas two of the studies cited
above considered the differential effects of comments asso-

ciated with locus of control, it may be meaningful to ask
whether evaluative comments can have an effect upon this

personality variable. Locus of control is a construct grow-
ing out of social learning theory and given impetus by
Rotter (11) which concerns the perception of control or
lack of control over the outcome of events effecting one's
life. Those who perceive themselves as having control and
who assume responsibility for the outcome of events are
considered to be "internally" oriented. At the other end
of the continuum are those who perceive luck or fate to
be the prime determiners of events and are thus considered
to be more "externally" oriented.

Within an educational setting, it seems clear that
enhancement of an internal orientation would be a desir-

able goal in and of itself since only when a pupil assumes
or perceives responsibility for the outcome of events is
effective learning likely. That internality is associated with
higher academic performance has been demonstrated by
McGhee and Crandall (8). .

The hypothesis that evaluative teacher comments might
effect changes in perception of control was investigated by
Breacher and Denmark (2) using intact college classes. It
was found that a false blanket condemnation of the test

performance for an entire college class by a teacher before
returning individual papers was associated with mean locus
of control scores significantly more external than the mean
scores for a control class not berated by the teacher. How-
ever, a similar study by Doyle, Mandel, Layne, and Shiek
(4) whictl incorporated a positive as well as negative feed-
back condition and pre-post testing, failed to show signifi-
cant treatment effects upon locus of control. Their failure
to replicate the earlier findings suggest that the significant
differences observed by Breacher and Denmark may have
reflected only pre-treatment differences associated with
the intact classes.

The purpose of the present study was to extend the
research reported above by considering the effect of indi-
vidually administered evaluative teacher comments over a
period of time on the perception of control among inner-
city junior high school students. Limitations of the above
studies associated with the use of intact groups were
avoided by randomly forming the experimental and con-
trol groups. Moreover, the treatments were designed to
represent naturalistic interventions to an on-going instruc-
tional program rather than a "one-shot" treatment repre-
senting rather questionable educational practice.

Method

This study wasconducted in a largejunior high school
in Baltimore, Maryland,during the Spring of 1978. The
school enrollment for that year wasjust under 2,500 with
more ihan one-half of the pupils eligible for the federally
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funded lunch program. Of the slightly more than 700
seventh graders, the 196 enrolled in five regular science
classes taught by the second author served as the sample
for this study. The sample included 104 females and 94
males with an age range from 11 to 15 years. Thirty-six
pupils were repeating the seventh grade. There were 134
black and 62 white pupils.

All 196 pupils were administered the Bialer question-
naire during their regularly scheduled science class. Bialer
(1) designed this locus of control scale for use with chil-
dren. It contains 23 items of the type: "Do you believe a
kid can be whatever he wants to be?" to which the child

expresses agreement or disagreement with each statement
by circling the word yes or no. There are eighteen state-
ments for which a "yes" is scored as an internal response
and five items for which "no" is scored as an internal

response. The total score is the sum of the number of
internal responses marked. The standard directions were
used with the exception that the second author read the
directions and each item aloud to the students as they read
it silently. The directions as well as a complete listing of
thc items are presented by Lefcourt (6) with only a few
exemplar items appearing in the Bialer article cited above.
However, neither source presents data regarding the reli-
ability of the scale. The answers were recorded directly on
the questionnaire form and were later keypunched for the
computer analyses. The pretest questionnaires were
arranged by score levels, and within score levels, subjects
were assigned at random to either the experimental or
control groups.

Five major-subject teachers including the second author
cooperated in administering the treatment conditions to
the 196 pupils. Each teacher was supplied with the names
of students in each treatment condition. The teachers were

directed to provide written comments of an encouraging,
personalized nature on aU papers and tests submitted by
aU pupils in the experimental groups. The cooperating
teachers were given these guidelines: "Comments are to be
positive statements regardless of the grade, readily visible
to the receiver and contain the pronoun 'you' whenever
possible, such as 'you are showing improvement.' " The
teachers were directed to write no comments on papers or
tests returned to pupils in the control group except for the
customary check-mark or grade. Treatment conditions
were imposed for a period of six weeks, at which time, the
Dialer locus of control instrument was re-administered.

Results

Of the 196 seventh graders assigned at random to either
the experimental or control groups, 64 pupils were elimi-
nated from the analyses due to excessive absences during
the treatment phase or disciplinary removal from school
or transferral to another school. While the loss of cases is

substantial, the loss was comparable in both groups and
reflects more on the general problem of attendance in an
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inner-city school than it detracts from the internal validity
of the study. Consequently, the analyses reported below
are based on a total of 132 subjects, 71 in the experimental
group and 61 in the control group. To include all pupils in
the analysis,including those who were absent on a regular
basis, would have masked the effect of the treatment effect
if an effect was present. Moreover, there were no a priori
reasons to suspect the absenteeism to be related to the
treatments nor were any statistically significant differences
found with respect to mean IQ scores, reading and math
scores from the Iowa Test of Basic Skills,or the Bialer.
pretest scores.

A preliminary analysis of the data revealed that an
additional 15 pupils in each group omitted between one
and four items on either the pre- or the post-administration
of the Bialerscale. These subjects were retained for the
primary analyses with their total scores adjusted accord-
ing to the number of items for which a response was pro-
vided but these subjects could not be used in the computa-
tion of the internal consistency reliability coefficients.

The KR-20 reliability coefficient 'Wasestimated to be
.33 for the pretest and .46 for the posUest based on the
102 subjects for whom complete data were available. If
the conventional assumption is made that treatment effects
are constant within groups, the correlation between pre-
and posuest scores within groups can be viewed as esti-
mates of reliability in a test-retest sense. Based upon the
71 pupils in the experimental group and the 61 pupils in
the control group, these coefficients were determined to
be .70 and .59, respectively.

The descriptive statistics for the pre- and post-
administration of the Bialerscale are presented in Table 1.
The experimental groups, which scored slightly but insig-
nificantly lower than the control group gainedjust over
one full score point, whereas the control group showed a
slight loss of less than one-third point. A dependent t test
revealed that the gain for the experimental group was
highly significant (t =4.17, df = 69,p < .001)whereasthe
loss for the control group was not significant (t = 1.04,

df = 59, p = .30). Analysis of covariance was used to test
for differences between groups with posUest scores as the
dependent variable and pretest scores as the covariate. The
assumption of homogenity of slopes within groups was
shown to be well satisfied (F = .02,df = 1,128, p = .89).
An F value of 10.01 was associated with the treatment
effect which is highly significant (df = 1, 129, p < .005).
The adjusted posUest means associated with this F value

for the experimental and control groups were 14.88 and
13.65, respectively.

Discussion

Despite the high level of statistical significance associ-
ated with the treatment effects in this study, it is clear
that the observed magnitude of the effect is rather small
which may argue against claiming educational significance
for these results. However, it is probably not reasonable to
anticipate a profound effect across all pupils for an unob-
trusive treatment implemented by several volunteer teach-
ers. One of the liabilities of conducting a field experiment
such as this is that it is rarely possible to achieve the same
degree of control over the fidelity of the treatment condi-
tions as when the researcher has direct responsibility for
imposing a "one-shot" treatment condition. In fact, it.
became clear toward the end of the treatment phase that
only two of the cooperating teachers, including ,the second
author, were consistent in their application of the com-
ments throughout the six-week period. Periodic checks of
student notebooks revealed that the other three cooperat-
ing teachers grew increasingly lax after the first two weeks
or so.

Consequently, while the magnitude of the effect was
small it cannot reasonably be attributed to a chance
occurrence. How much greater the effect would have been
under more highly controlled conditions is impossibl~ to
say. Nonetheless, these data do suggest that, within the
limitations described above, personalized supportive com-
ments by teachers on pupil work does have the potential
for facilitating a greater sense of internal control as meas-
ured by the Rialer scale.

Table I.-Descriptive Statisticsfor DialerScale

Group N Pretest Posttest AdjustedPosttest
X SD X SD X

Experimental 71 13.61 2.59 14.66 2.86 14.88
Control 61 14.21 2.43 13.89 2.90 13.65




