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ABSTRACT  

To gain insight in the beliefs related to classroom 

differentiation, we assessed the relations among teachers’ 

beliefs about differentiation, their attribution styles, and 

their self-efficacy beliefs. Data were collected by means 

of a questionnaire from 84 student teachers. Results of 

multiple regression analyses demonstrated that student 

teachers with a high sense of self-efficacy also had 

positive beliefs about differentiation. Besides, teachers 

who attributed students’ low achievements more 

internally had more positive self-efficacy- and 

differentiation beliefs. These results imply that the topic 

of differentiation should be addressed in coherence with 

teachers’ attribution styles and their self-efficacy beliefs 

in teacher training programmes.  
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INTRODUCTION 

In classrooms, differentiation is a pedagogical approach 

through which teachers can address differences in 

students’ interests, modes of learning, and readiness 

levels [1]. The purpose of differentiation is to take each 

student’s learning needs into account and to give each 

student the opportunity to learn as effectively as possible. 

Five domains can be distinguished in which teachers can 

address the aforementioned student differences. Teachers 

can modify curricula, teaching methods, learning 

activities, resources, and students’ products to increase 

the likelihood that students learn as much as possible. 

The way and the extent to which teachers differentiate 

among their students is influenced by their beliefs about 

differentiation and their beliefs about their ability to 

perform the behavior [1, 2, 3]. Teachers who think more 

positive about differentiation and their capacity to 

differentiate between students are more likely to put 

effort in designing lessons which will take students’ 

differences into account. Besides, teachers’ daily teaching 

is also influenced by their beliefs about their 

responsibility for students’ achievements [4, 5]. In the 

present study we will combine the research domains of 

differentiation, self-efficacy beliefs, and attribution styles. 

We tried to gain insight in the structure of beliefs related 

to classroom differentiation. 

Teachers’ attribution style is among the most important 

belief systems influencing teachers’ behaviors [4, 5]. 

Attributions are defined as people’s judgements in terms 

of cause and effect in achievement situations [6]. They 

can be internal or external. When teachers have an 

internal attribution style, they tend to feel personally 

responsible for students’ achievements. Student 

achievement is then attributed to factors within the 

teacher. In contrast, when teachers have an external 

attribution style, they believe that they are not primarily 

responsible for students’ achievements. Something from 

the outside of the teacher is believed to cause student’s 

achievement, such as the child’s ability [5]. Research has 

shown that teachers with internal attribution styles put 

more effort in teaching low performing students [5, 6]. In 

contrast, teachers with external attribution styles are more 

likely to reject these children and cease their attempts to 

help them. 

Besides teachers’ attribution style, teachers’ self-efficacy 

beliefs are important beliefs influencing teacher behavior 

[7]. Teachers’ self-efficacy refers to the perceived ability 

to deal with all the demands and challenges in teachers’ 

profession. In the literature a distinction is made between 

general- and personal teacher’s self-efficacy [8]. General 

self-efficacy beliefs are beliefs about what teachers or 

teaching in general can accomplish. Personal teacher’s 

self-efficacy beliefs refer to the beliefs about their own 

teaching and their capacities to influence student 

achievements. Teachers with a high sense of self-efficacy 

believe that they have the skills and opportunities to 

influence students’ achievement and motivation. They 

think that children can learn through appropriate teaching 

techniques and extra effort. Conversely, teachers with 

lower levels of self-efficacy are less optimistic about their 

capacity to improve students’ outcomes and motivation. 

Research has shown that teachers with a high sense of 

self-efficacy are more likely to help students succeed, to 

develop challenging activities, and to use different 

teaching strategies [5, 8, 9]. In contrast, teachers with a 
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low level of self-efficacy are more likely to give up low 

performing children. 

Taken teachers’ attribution styles and their self-efficacy 

beliefs together, teachers with a high sense of general 

teaching efficacy attributed students’ achievements more 

internally than teachers with a low sense of general 

teaching efficacy [10]. Additionally, teachers with a high 

sense of personal teaching efficacy were more apt to 

attribute students’ achievements to factors within the 

teachers and were less apt to attribute these achievements 

to external causes.   

With the present study, we aimed to assess the relations 

among three types of teacher beliefs: Beliefs about 

differentiation, 2) attribution styles, and 3) self-efficacy 

beliefs. On the basis of the results of the previously 

mentioned studies, it is hypothesized that teachers with 

more internal attributions may have more positive beliefs 

about differentiation and teachers with more external 

attributions might have less positive beliefs about 

differentiation. In addition, it is expected that teachers 

with a low sense of self-efficacy also may have less 

positive beliefs about differentiation. In contrast, teachers 

with strong self-efficacy beliefs may also believe that 

differentiation is likely to contribute to student’s 

achievement. Besides, we tried to further explore the 

relations between teachers’ attribution styles and their 

self-efficacy beliefs. 

 

METHOD 

Sample 

The sample of this study comprised 84 students attending 

a teacher education programme at Roehampton 

University London. 

Instrument 

A questionnaire was used to measure teachers’ beliefs 

about differentiation, their attribution styles, and their 

personal self-efficacy beliefs. Teacher beliefs about 

differentiation were measured with eleven items based on 

the Survey of Practices With Students of Varying Needs 

[11]. An example of a statement is: “It is important that 

all students, in spite of their motivation, work attitude and 

ability to achieve, can learn during my lessons”.  

Second, we used a 20-item questionnaire, based on the 

questionnaire used by O’Sullivan and Howe, to assess 

teacher attributions for their low- and high achieving 

students [12]. An example of an external attribution 

statement is: “When a student achieves well at school, my 

opinion is that it is because she/he worked hard”. An 

example of the internal attribution statements is: “When a 

student achieves well at school, my opinion is that it is 

because she/he has a good teacher”.  

Third, we measured teachers’ personal self-efficacy with 

ten items selected from the Survey of Practices With 

Students of Varying Needs and the Teachers’ Sense of 

Efficacy scale [8,11]. An example of a statement is: “If I 

really try hard, I can get through to even the most difficult 

or unmotivated students”. Teachers were asked to rate on 

a 5-point scale how strongly they agree (5) or disagree (1) 

with each of the forty-one statements.  

RESULTS 

Table 1 presents a summary of the means and standard 

deviations for the measures. 

Table 1 

Means and Standard Deviations for Teachers’ 

Differentiation Beliefs, Self-Efficacy Beliefs and 

Attribution Styles for Low and High Achieving Students 

 M SD 

differentiation beliefs 4.39 0.42 

self-efficacy beliefs 3.79 0.44 

internal attributions for low achievers 2.94 0.66 

external attributions for low achievers 3.04 0.52 

internal attributions for high achievers 3.52 0.49 

external attributions for high achievers 3.55 0.54 

 

The means of student teachers’ internal attributions for 

low and high achieving students, 2.94 and 3.52 

respectively,  significantly differed (t(83) = -7.46, p < 

.001). Teachers felt personally more responsible for 

students who achieve well at school compared with 

students who do not achieve well at school. The means of 

teachers’ external attributions for low and high achieving 

students, 3.04 and 3.55 respectively, were also 

statistically significantly different (t(83) = -9.29, p < 

.001). If students achieve well at school, teachers thought 

it was more likely that something from the outside caused 

students’ achievement compared with when students do 

not achieve well at school. 

Correlations were computed to determine relationships 

between teachers’ internal and external attributions for 

low and high achieving students and their self-efficacy 

beliefs. Table 2 presents the correlations. Teachers’ self-

efficacy beliefs positively correlated with teachers’ 

internal attributions for low achieving students (r = .24, p 

= .029). This indicates that student teachers with a higher 

sense of self-efficacy also were more convinced that they 

were primarily responsible for students’ low 

achievements.  

Teachers’ external attributions for students who do not 

achieve well at school correlated positively with teachers’ 

internal attributions for the achievements of these 

students (r = .29, p = .007). Student teachers who stronger 

believed that they were primarily responsible for 

students’ low achievements also were more convinced 

that something from the outside caused students’ low 

achievements. Also, teachers’ external attributions for 

students who do achieve well at school correlated 

positively with teachers’ internal attributions for these 

students (r = .42, p < .001). This suggests that the more 

teachers attributed students’ success to factors within 

themselves, the more they believed that something from 

the outside caused students’ high achievements too. 



 

In addition, teachers’ external attributions for high 

achieving students related positively to teachers’ external 

attributions for low achieving students (r = .51, p < .001). 

Student teachers who were more convinced that students’ 

low achievements could be attributed to external factors 

also believed more that something from the outside 

caused students’ high achievements. We did not find a 

relationship between teachers’ internal attributions for 

low and high achieving students  (r = .18, p = .098). 

These results suggest that teachers’ external attributions 

are more similar for low and high achieving students’ 

than teachers’ internal attributions.  

Table  2 

Correlations among the Internal and External 

Attributions of Teachers for Low and High Achieving 

Students and their Self-Efficacy Beliefs (N = 84) 

 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 

1.self-efficacy 1     

2. internal low .24* 1    

3.external low -.06 .29* 1   

4.internal high .14 .18 .19 1  

5.external high -.06 .19 .51* .42* 1 

* p < .05 

Multiple regression analyses were accomplished to 

identify relationships between teachers’ attribution styles, 

teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs, and their differentiation 

beliefs. As seen in Table 3, teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs 

related positively to their differentiation beliefs when 

controlled for student teachers’ attribution styles (F(5,78) 

= 13.92, b = 0.38, p < .001). Teachers with a high sense 

of self-efficacy also had positive beliefs about 

differentiation. The model explained 13% of variance. No 

significant relationship between teachers’ attribution style 

in general and their differentiation beliefs when 

controlled for teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs was found 

(F(5,78) = 1.25, p = .296). The model explained 5% of 

variance. 

Table 3 

Multiple Regression Analysis with Teachers’ Self-

Efficacy Beliefs and their Attribution Styles as 

Independent Variables and Teachers’ Differentiation 

Beliefs as Dependent Variable (N = 84) 

 SS df       F    p 

Self-efficacy 1.88 1 13.92 .000 

Attributions 0.67 4 1.25 .296 

 

To identify more specific relationships between teachers’ 

attribution styles and their differentiation beliefs, we 

analyzed the unique contribution of each attribution style 

for low and high achieving students. As seen in Table 4, 

teachers’ internal attributions for low achieving students 

were significantly positively related to their 

differentiation beliefs when controlled for teachers’ self-

efficacy beliefs, their external attributions for low 

achieving students and their internal and external 

attributions for students who do achieve well at school (b 

= 0.14, t(78) = 2.06, p = .043). The more student teachers 

believed that they were primarily responsible for 

students’ low achievements, the more positive their 

beliefs about differentiation were. The other attribution 

styles did not have significant relationships with teachers’ 

differentiation beliefs.  

Table 4 

Multiple Regression Analysis Coefficients with Teachers’ 

Self-Efficacy Beliefs and their Attribution Styles as 

Independent Variables and Teachers’ Differentiation 

Beliefs as Dependent Variable (N = 84) 

     β SE      t    p 

self-efficacy 0.40 0.10 3.73 .000 

internal low 0.22 0.07 2.06 .043 

external low -0.14 0.10 -1.16 .250 

internal high -0.07 0.11 -0.54 .589 

external high 0.05 0.11 0.32 .747 

 

CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION 

The study’s most important results can be summarized as 

follows: Teachers with more positive self-efficacy beliefs 

also believed that they were primarily responsible for 

students’ low achievements. In addition, teachers with a 

high sense of self-efficacy also had positive beliefs about 

differentiation. Furthermore, teachers who were more 

convinced that they were primarily responsible for 

students’ low achievements also had more positive beliefs 

about differentiation. 

Our first expectation was that teachers with a higher sense 

of self-efficacy also may believe that differentiation is 

likely to contribute to student’s achievement. The results 

of the present study confirmed our expectation. Student 

teachers with a high sense of self-efficacy indeed had 

more positive beliefs about differentiation. 

Our second expectation was that teachers’ attribution 

styles might be associated with their beliefs about 

differentiation. To be more specific, we expected that 

teachers with more internal attributions also may have 

more positive beliefs about differentiation and teachers 

with more external attributions might have less positive 

beliefs about differentiation. We did not find a 

relationship between teachers’ attribution style in general 

and their differentiation beliefs. Nevertheless, the 

stronger teachers believed that they were primarily 

responsible for students’ low achievements, the more 

positive their beliefs about differentiation were. Teachers 

who attributed students’ failure more internally also 

showed more willingness to put effort in designing 

classroom contexts that enable each student to profit from 

teaching. We did not find relationships between the other 



 

attribution styles for low and high achieving students and 

teachers’ differentiation beliefs. 

Third, we explored the relations between teachers’ 

attribution styles and their self-efficacy beliefs. The 

results of our study indicated that teachers’ self-efficacy 

beliefs only had a significant positive correlation with 

teachers’ internal attributions for low achieving students. 

Student teachers with a higher sense of self-efficacy also 

were more convinced that they were primarily responsible 

for students’ low achievements.  

There are several possible explanations for the fact that 

not all hypotheses were confirmed. A first explanation 

concerns the reliability of the internal and external 

attribution items for students who do achieve well at 

school. The reliability of these items was quite low [13]. 

This could have formed an obstacle in finding meaningful 

relationships. Second, some of the measures correlated 

with each other, such as teachers’ external and internal 

attributions. Because of this correlation it is hard to 

examine the unique contribution of each attribution style 

on teachers’ differentiation beliefs.   

Our study is one of the first studies in which the research 

domains of attribution styles, self-efficacy, and 

differentiation are combined. In today’s society with a 

growing variety in classes, differentiation becomes more 

popular to give each student the opportunity to learn as 

effectively as possible [14]. Therefore, it is important to 

gain insight in the structure of beliefs related to classroom 

differentiation. The results of the present study show that 

the way teachers internally attribute students´ low 

achievements and their sense of self-efficacy are 

associated with their differentiation beliefs. This implies 

that the topic of differentiation should be addressed in 

coherence with teachers’ attribution styles and their self-

efficacy beliefs in teacher training programmes. By way 

of pre-service and in-service training, teachers should be 

made aware of the interconnectedness of their attributions 

of students’ achievements, their self-efficacy beliefs, and 

their differentiation beliefs. This enables teachers to 

reflect on their assumptions about themselves as teachers 

and on their assumptions about the performances of their 

students. Through this process of becoming aware and 

reflection, teachers could develop new perspectives on 

their teaching and this may strengthen their professional 

identity [15]. 

ROLE OF THE STUDENT  

Petrie van der Zanden was an undergraduate student 

when the research in this report was performed. Under the 

supervision of Eddie Denessen (Radboud University 

Nijmegen) and Alaster Douglas (Roehampton University 

London) she proposed the topic of this study and 

designed, executed, and reported on this study.   
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