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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




