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Guided by research on German, Russian, and American children, we tested
whether the tripartite action-theory model of children’s psychological control
generalises to Japanese children (grades 2–6, N 5 817). Speci�cally, we used
the Control, Agency, and Means-ends Interview (CAMI) to assess whether
Japanese children’s self-related agency beliefs, general control expectancies,
and causality-related means-ends beliefs about their school performance are
similar to those of children from other sociocultural contexts. The CAMI has
shown strong cross-cultural validity, but it has not been tested in Japanese
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children. Because the CAMI measurement structure generally validated in
this sample and the resulting action-control constructs showed many inter-
cultural similarities, we concluded that the action-control beliefs generalise to
Japanese children. The similarities likely re�ect inter-cultural commonalities
in teaching formats and everyday conceptions of performance in formal
schooling contexts. In addition to these important similarities, however, we
found inter-cultural differences in the self-related agency beliefs (i.e. patterns
that were speci�c to this Japanese sample). For example, the role of luck and
the relations between effort and ability showed unique patterns in these
children (e.g. lower correlations than in other sociocultural settings).

Children’s beliefs about the causes of school performance and their own role
in producing such outcomes have been studied under various perspectives.
In spite of the different theoretical and methodological frameworks, this
research indicates that children’s self-ascribed beliefs about school
performance consistently affect their actual performance (for overviews, see
Baltes & Baltes, 1986; Bandura, 1995; Berry & West, 1993; Skinner, 1995;
Stipek & Weisz, 1981). Although research on children’s psychological
control of school performance has rarely examined the generalisability of its
�ndings to non-Western samples, a series of studies comparing German,
Russian, and American children (Little, Oettingen, Stetsenko, & Baltes,
1995b; Oettingen, Little, Lindenberger, & Baltes, 1994; Stetsenko, Little,
Oettingen, & Baltes, 1995) indicates that children’s action-control beliefs
about school performance vary considerably across different sociocultural
settings.

As Stetsenko et al. (1995) note, because the individualistic values and
institutional structures of Western societies promoted self-reliance, some
researchers have suggested that self-agentic individuals might only emerge
in these societies. A normative Western value, for example, is for individuals
to be personally responsible for their performance outcomes (Skinner,
Schindler, & Tschechne, 1990). In our view, given the generally high
achievement outcomes of Japanese children (especially in math and science;
Stevenson, Chen, & Lee, 1993), testing such assumptions about the nature of
Japanese children’s action-control beliefs about school performance would
be particularly informative for educators and researchers world-wide. Thus,
two main questions motivated this study: Do Japanese children manifest
action-control beliefs (e.g. self-related agency beliefs); and if so, how are
such beliefs expressed in these children?

Children’s Action-Control Beliefs about School
Performance

In this study, we applied the tripartite action-theory model of psychological
control (for overviews see Little, in press; Oettingen et al., 1994; Skinner,
1995). Speci�cally, we used the revised Control, Agency, and Means-ends
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Interview (CAMI: Little, Oettingen, & Baltes, 1995a). The CAMI
distinguishes among three belief systems that re�ect the relations among the
components of intentional action (the agent, various means, and the end):
(1) Agency beliefs re�ect a child’s beliefs that he/she personally possesses or
has access to speci�c means that are relevant to school performance (effort,
ability, teachers, and luck); (2) Control Expectancy re�ects a child’s general
expectations of whether he/she can produce a desired outcome (or avoid a
negative outcome) without specifying the means involved; and (3) Means-
ends or causality beliefs re�ect a child’s generalised perceptions of the utility
or importance of a speci�c means (effort, ability, teachers, luck, and
unknown causes) in producing a given outcome.

In interpreting the variable outcomes in other sociocultural settings,
Baltes, Little, Oettingen, and their colleagues (e.g. Little et al., 1995b;
Oettingen et al., 1994; Stetsenko et al., 1995) have focused on proximal
school-related features of sociocultural settings as opposed to general
characteristics, such as societal values—emphasising, of course, that the
proximal context re�ects distal societal forces (Oettingen, 1995). In
particular, they used two proximal school-related features as an a posteriori
model to account for the sociocultural differences in German, Russian, and
American children’s action-control beliefs: the nature of the performance
feedback and the degree of teaching dimensionality.

Type of performance feedback refers to aspects such as directness (e.g.
critical and realistic performance-goal feedback vs. supportive and co-
operative learning-goal feedback; Ames, 1992; Dweck, 1986) and social
transparency (e.g. public vs. private feedback; Oettingen et al., 1994).
Degree of dimensionality refers to the distinction between uni- and
multidimensional teaching formats (Oettingen et al., 1994; Rosenholtz &
Rosenholtz, 1981). A unidimensional curriculum is generally standardised
and uniformly applied for all children in a classroom (e.g. direct instructional
formats), whereas a multidimensional curriculum is geared to the speci�c
learning needs of individuals or small groups of children within the larger
classroom (e.g. open-classroom formats; Ames, 1992; Little et al., 1995b).

Importantly, sociocultural differences in such proximal school-related
features have not affected the basic structure of children’s action-control
beliefs (i.e. their measurement characteristics) nor have they affected
strongly the children’s general causality-related conceptions of how school
outcomes are achieved (i.e. means-ends beliefs); however, the self-related
agency and control-expectancy beliefs have shown sizeable and systematic
patterns of sociocultural differences that are very consistent with the
reported differences in the proximal school-related features of these settings
(e.g. Little et al., 1995b; Oettingen et al., 1994; Stetsenko et al., 1995). Given
such outcomes and the action-theory framework, we had three expectations
about Japanese children’s action-control beliefs about school performance.
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General Expectations

First, we expected the basic measurement structure of Japanese children’s
action-control beliefs to be the same as has been previously found using the
CAMI instrument (i.e. that all 10 CAMI dimensions will emerge as
distinguishable dimensions; e.g. Little et al., 1995b; Oettingen et al., 1994;
Stetsenko et al., 1995). We based this expectation on (a) the precision of the
action-theory framework (Skinner, 1995), (b) cross-cultural research in
non-Western settings (e.g. Stetsenko et al., 1995), and (c) basic psychometric
expectations (Little, under review).

Second, regarding the substantive characteristics of the three broad belief
categories (i.e. agency, control, and means-ends beliefs), we expected
general similarity in the children’s means-ends (causality) beliefs. We
based this expectation on the assumption that core features of classroom
teaching formats and everyday conceptions of what determines school
outcomes are similar in modern industrialised societies (Stetsenko et al.,
1995).

Finally, we expected the Japanese children’s educational context to lead
to some differences in the children’s self-related agency and control-
expectancy conceptions. We based this expectation on the idea that a
schooling system is embedded in the overarching sociocultural context and
thereby re�ects the society’s unique and common ideology and organisation
(Hofstede, 1991; Oettingen, 1995). For example, these Japanese children’s
schooling environments were private and generally supportive in grading
feedback and moderately unidimensional in classroom structure. Moreover,
in conjunction with a pronounced distinction in Japanese society between
effort and ability (e.g. Holloway, 1988), the concept of self in Japan and
other East-Asian cultures appears to differ from Western societies. In Japan,
self-de�nitions, which are a de�ning feature of psychological control, appear
to re�ect a stonger emphasis on relationships and relational memberships
than on personal skills and achievements (Azuma, 1994; Markus &
Kitayama, 1991).

METHOD

In winter 1993, we administered the CAMI to 817 Japanese boys and girls
attending two schools in Tokyo (see Table 3 for sample sizes by grade; 52%
girls and 48% boys on average; ages 7.4–12.3 years). The schools were from
primarily working class and middle socioeconomic status districts in the
greater Tokyo suburbs. We administered the CAMI in the classrooms in the
teachers’ absence, reading each item aloud as the children silently followed
along, answering on a 4-point scale. The CAMI measures 10 dimensions
across three belief types: control expectancy, four agency beliefs (effort,
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1A project report is available that contains the German, English, Japanese, and Russian
versions of the instrument and provides validity information on the instrument, as well as details
of supplemental analyses examining possible between-school differences (Little et al., 1995a).
As detailed in the report, very few and unsystematic between-school differences were found.
However, we caution the reader regarding our limited sampling of schools.

ability, luck, and teachers), and �ve means-ends beliefs (effort, ability, luck,
teachers, and unknowns).1

Analytic Procedures

Following previous research with the CAMI, we used multiple-group mean
and covariance structures (MACS) analyses. A MACS framework can (a)
provide a strong test of the generalisability of the CAMI, (b) correct for
measurement error, and (c) explicitly test for equivalence of comparison
(metric invariance between genders and grade level). In our MACS models,
we represented the CAMI following the coding guidelines outlined by Little
et al. (1995a) (i.e. the 58 items are aggregated into 30 indicators for the 10
CAMI constructs). We also included (when not explicitly compared)
variables representing the effects of gender, and the linear and quadratic
effects of years in school (i.e. grade level).

For the multiple-group analyses, we �rst speci�ed the basic 10-factor
structure for each group, without placing any constraints across the groups.
In a second model, we speci�ed metric invariance of the measurement space
(equality constraints on the item-to-construct relations) which, when
tenable, indicates that the measurement characteristics are equivalent or
invariant (Little, under review). We assessed model �t using the non-
normed (NNFI: Bentler & Bonett, 1980) and incremental �t indices (IFI:
Bollen, 1989) for which values of about 0.9 or higher are acceptable. For the
multiple-group models, we tested further hypotheses as nested-model
comparisons (Jöreskog & Sörbom, 1989), using a 0.01 signi�cance criterion.
Importantly, our models and methods are the same as previous studies with
the CAMI (e.g. Little et al., 1995b).

Preliminary Analyses

Our preliminary assessment of the CAMI constructs showed a very striking
�nding: The items measuring Agency: Luck evinced a measurement
structure that was inconsistent with previous work using the instrument. As
described in Little et al. (1995a), the negative-event items for the agency
beliefs are reverse coded to re�ect greater access to, or possession of, these
means (i.e. the negation of a negative event is the same as the af�rmation of a
positive event because they are mirrored items re�ecting a common
continuum; see later). However, after reverse coding (as per the coding
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2When we �t the models without the enigmatic luck construct represented, the �t of all
models increased slightly (i.e. all D NNFIs . 0.016 and D IFIs . 0.021). In addition, when we �t
the models with just the positive-event or just the negative-event items of the luck construct, the
model �ts were nearly identical to those in Table 1 and the substantive outcomes in Tables 3 and
4 were also nearly identical, suggesting the positive- and negative-event items measure the same
enigmatic construct. By keeping the construct in the models we hoped to gain some insights into
its meaning (e.g. evaluating its correlations with the other CAMI constructs).

3We also tested whether the constructs’ variances differed between genders or between grade
levels. As shown in Table 2, the initial tests of equality of variances were signi�cant. For the
gender comparisons, the variances of the Control Expectancy, Agency: Ability, and Means-
ends: Teacher were slightly higher for boys, and for the grade-level comparisons, 11 of the
possible 50 variance estimates were slightly different (Table 2). However, because the
differences were very unsystematic, the responses appear to be unbiased and non-restrictive,
and the outcomes can be viewed with such general strength of comparison in mind. Also, the
reliabilities were all acceptable for the MACS analyses and comparable to those of other
sociocultural settings (see Little et al., 1995a).

manual), the items did not manifest a positive correlational manifold,
indicating that these children interpreted the items differently from what
was intended. In other samples (e.g. Little et al., 1995a, b; Oettingen et al.,
1994), these items correlate positively after reverse coding. Therefore, we
“un”-reverse coded the negative luck items and, given their psychometric
characteristics, combined them with the positive-event items in order to
examine the nature of this enigmatic luck construct.

RESULTS

Paralleling our two motivating questions, we report the results in two parts.
First, we discuss the model �t statistics which indicate the generalisability of
the CAMI for representing Japanese children’s action-control beliefs.
Second, we examine the substantive nature of these beliefs by evaluating
their mean-levels, correlations, gender effects, and developmental trends.

Validity of the Hypothesised CAMI Structure

Both with and without the rede�ned luck items, the models showed good �t
in the overall sample, for each gender, and for each grade level. For the
metric invariance tests (i.e. the by-gender and by-grade models), the
differences in �t between the freely estimated and metrically invariant
models were very small ( , 0.02; Table 1), and therefore very tenable (Little,
under review).2 Importantly, (a) these models represent a strong theoretical
position regarding the structure of the CAMI, (b) no post-hoc estimates
were made, (c) no alterations to the models were evident in the data, (d) the
�t statistics were acceptable, and (e) metric invariance was tenable. On the
basis of these models, we can conclude that the expected structure of the
CAMI (except Agency: Luck) generalises to Japanese children and this
structure is both grade- and gender-invariant within this sample.3 In other
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TABLE 1
Summary of the MACS MODEL Fit Statistics

Model Description df c 2 NNFI IFI D NNFI D IFI

Overall sample
Null 595 11466.9
Hypothesised 471 1199.4 0.915 0.934

5-group, by grade level models
Null 2640 14551.9
Freely estimated 2145 3128.1 0.899 0.921
Metrically invariant 2317 3483.0 0.889 0.905 0.010 0.016

2-group, by gender models
Null 1122 12300.0
Freely estimated 902 1681.5 0.913 0.932
Metrically invariant 945 1795.0 0.910 0.925 0.003 0.007

Note: N 5 817. c 2 5 the maximum likelihood ratio; NNFI 5 the non-normed �t index; IFI 5
the incremental �t index. D 5 the differences in the NNFI or IFI between the freely estimated
and metrically invariant models.

words, with the exception of the agentic luck construct, Japanese children do
manifest action-control beliefs about school performance.

Substantive Characteristics of the CAMI
Constructs

Overall Patterns. At the top of Table 3, we present the LISREL
estimates of disattenuated correlation for the overall sample. At least �ve
general and systematic patterns among the action-related agency, control,
and means-ends constructs are noteworthy in Table 3. The �rst three are
consistent with previous �ndings in other cultures, and the last two appear to
be speci�c to this Japanese sample (for comparative correlations, see Little
et al., 1995b).

First, and most generally, the correlations among the self-related agency
and control-expectancy beliefs (with the exception of the enigmatic luck
construct) formed a moderately strong and positive correlational manifold.
This pattern indicates that children who report that they have access to
effort, for example, also report that they have access to ability and that they
generally believe they can attain performance outcomes (i.e. Control
Expectancy). The correlations with Agency: Teacher are somewhat smaller
than between the other agency dimensions—a relationship that appears to
be smaller than in other cultures.

Second, only Means-ends: Effort correlated consistently and positively
with the agency and control-expectancy beliefs (cf. German samples; Little
et al., 1995b), indicating that children who endorse the role of effort as an
important means to acquire good grades (Means-ends: Effort) also report
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TABLE 2
Summary of the Nested-model Comparisons

Model Description df c 2 D df D c 2 P

5-group, by grade level models
All variances equal 2357 3623.1 40 141.5 , .001
Most variances equalb 2346 3521.7 29 40.1 .082
All agency/control rs equala 2341 3526.2 24 44.6 .007
Most agency/control rs equala, b 2339 3500.9 22 19.3 .627
All Means-ends rs equal 2357 3588.8 40 107.1 , .001
Some Means-ends rs equalb 2338 3509.0 21 27.4 .158

2-group, by gender models
All variances equal 955 1827.1 10 32.1 , .001
Most variances equalb 952 1806.3 7 11.3 .126
All correlations equala 1000 1885.6 55 90.5 .002
Most correlations equala, b 996 1861.0 51 66.0 .077

Note: N 5 817. All nested-model differences tests are calculated against the metrically
invariant model (see Table 1). c 2 5 the maximum likelihood ratio.

aThe enigmatic luck construct was not included in these constraints.
bSee text, or Tables 3 and 4, for which estimates were freed for this test.

that they can exert effort (Agency: Effort), express their ability (Agency:
Ability), solicit their teacher’s support (Agency: Teacher) and generally
achieve good grades (Control Expectancy). The other means-ends beliefs
showed an opposite, negative pattern.

Third, the correlation between Agency: Teacher and Means-ends:
Teacher showed the strongest cross-category relations of all CAMI
dimensions (except the enigmatic luck construct). This relation indicates
that children who believe more in the role of teachers as a causal in�uence in
their academic outcomes also believe they have less access to their teacher’s
help and support.

Fourth, the enigmatic luck construct correlated negatively with the other
agency dimensions and positively with the Means-ends: Luck construct. This
pattern is opposite to other cultures and suggests that, in this sample of
Japanese children, the construct measured by the luck items is related more
to the causality-related (means-ends) beliefs than to the agency and
control-expectancy beliefs (see later).

Fifth, the relation between Agency: Effort and Agency: Ability appears to
be smaller in this Japanese sample than in other cultures (r 5 .66: Table 3);
usually, this disattenuated correlation is between .8 and .95 (Little et al.,
1995b). The means-ends counterparts to these dimensions were also quite
independent in this sample, evincing a disattentuated correlation of .38 (see
Table 3). This relation is generally higher in other cultures.

The constructs’ raw means are also presented in Table 3. At a descriptive
level, these children showed greater access (agency) to effort than ability or
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TABLE 3
Latent (disattenuated) Correlations among the CAMI Constructs, Mean-level Effects for

Gender, and Grade-related Developmental Trends

Agency and Control Means-ends Beliefs

Construct Control agEFF agABL agTEA meEFF meABL meLUC meTEA meUNK ?LUCK

Correlational patterns for the overall sample (grades 2–6, n 5 817)
Control –
agEFF 60 –
agABL 68 66 –
agTEA 22 57 35 –
meEFF 31 30 15 18 –
meABL 05 2 14 2 17 2 16 38 –
meLUC 08 2 23 2 16 2 23 2 16 30 –
meTEA 07 2 31 2 25 2 48 2 14 27 62 –
meUNK 2 06 2 16 2 20 04 2 04 14 29 15 –
?LUCK 00 2 30 2 26 2 30 2 04 38 77 54 28 –

Raw means for overall sample
Mean 2.39 3.03 2.60 2.87 3.14 2.49 1.64 1.35 2.60 1.99

Mean differences for gendera

Difference 0.03 0.16 2 0.11 0.10 2 0.02 2 0.16 0.09 2 0.04 2 0.02 0.09
z 0.66 3.93 2.81 2.61 0.54 3.80 2.29 1.07 0.48 2.14

Linear and quadratic developmental trends
Linear 2 0.05 0.00 2 0.13 0.04 0.37 0.12 2 0.21 2 0.16 2 0.13 2 0.21
z 1.24 0.03 3.17 0.96 8.19 2.91 5.46 3.84 3.43 5.05
Quadratic 2 0.02 0.00 0.06 0.06 2 0.23 2 0.08 0.06 0.01 2 0.09 0.06
z 0.51 0.05 1.37 0.76 5.39 1.75 1.36 0.15 2.52 1.44

Note: Decimals have been omitted from maximum-likelihood estimates of the disattenuated correlation.
Signi�cance from zero for the correlations is based on the LISREL t-values associated with all estimated
parameters (Jöreskog & Sörbom, 1989). All correlations are signi�cant P , .05, except as noted by italics. z 5
the absolute value of the large-sample z-test of signi�cance. For the gender and developmental effects,
z-values . 5 1.96 5 P , 5 .05, and z-values . 5 2.58 5 P , 5 .01. Gender and developmental effects have
been partialed from the overall correlations.

aPositive values mean girls were higher than boys.

teachers and viewed effort as the most important means in producing school
outcomes. This outcome is consistent with the general emphasis on effort in
Japanese society and schooling (e.g. Holloway, 1988).

Gender Differences. The correlational patterns for males and females
was nearly identical to the overall pattern. Only 4 (of 55 possible)
correlational gender differences emerged (Table 2). Three differences
involved correlations with Control Expectancy. For boys and girls,
respectively, the correlations between Control Expectancy and (a) Agency:
Effort were .69 vs. .47, (b) Agency: Teachers were .29 vs. .11, and (c)
Means-ends: Effort were .23 vs. .41. The fourth difference was between
Means-ends: Effort and Agency: Ability (boys’ r 5 .04, girls’ r 5 .31).
Although these differences may be related to the variance differences on
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Control Expectancy (footnote 3), they likely re�ect veridical gender effects
centered in this dimension.

Four (of 10 possible) mean-level gender differences emerged (P , .01).
As shown in Table 3, girls reported greater access (agency) to effort and
teachers than did boys. Boys reported greater access (agency) to ability but
viewed ability as less important (means-ends) in school outcomes than did
girls. Both Means-ends: Luck and the enigmatic luck construct showed a
tendency for mean-level differences favouring girls (P , .05).

Age-related Patterns. Consistent with previous developmental �ndings,
we found some support for an age-related differentiation among the
means-ends beliefs, but very little evidence of correlational differentiation
for the agency and control-expectancy beliefs (Little & Lopez, in press;
Skinner, 1990; Stetsenko et al., 1995). For the self-related agency and
control-expectancy beliefs (excluding luck) two differences emerged (Table
2). Namely, the correlation between Agency: Teacher and Agency: Ability
in grade 3 was higher than the other grade levels and the correlations
between Agency: Ability and Control Expectancy in grades 4 and 6 were
equal to one another and higher than in the other grades. In general,
however, the pattern at each grade level was the same as for the overall
sample, and did not evince an age-related differentiation pattern.

In contrast to the pronounced lack of differentiation in the agency and
control-expectancy beliefs, the means-ends beliefs showed moderate
evidence of correlational differences across grade levels (Table 2). As shown
in Table 4, the correlations among the means-ends beliefs generally
decreased with age, but this trend was primarily centred on the effort
dimension. More speci�cally, freely estimating (a) all correlations with
Means-ends: Effort at each grade level, (b) the correlations between
Means-ends: Ability and both Means-ends: Teacher and Means-ends:
Unknowns in grade 4, and (c) the correlation between Means-ends: Ability
and Means-ends: Unknowns in grade 5, accounted for the age-related
changes in the means-ends beliefs (Tables 2 and 4). The average correlation
among the means-ends dimensions was 0.37 in grade 2, 0.23 in grade 3, and
further decreased to less than 0.15 in the upper grades (i.e. 4 to 6). This
differentiation pattern is less pronounced than in other cultures (Little &
Lopez, in press; Stetsenko et al., 1995); however, the correlational patterns
between effort and ability consistently indicated that their mental
representations become more independent with age.

Only 3 of the 10 CAMI dimensions showed no mean-level differences with
age. As shown in the bottom of Table 3, of the self-related dimensions,
Control Expectancy, Agency: Effort, and Agency: Teacher remained stable
across this middle-childhood era, and Agency: Ability showed a linear
decrease. Such age-related patterns for these dimensions are generally
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TABLE 4
Latent (disattenuated) Correlations among the Means-ends Beliefs

by Grade Level

Means-ends Beliefs

meEFFa meABL meLUC meTEA meUNK

Grade 2 (n 5 145)
meEFF –
meABL 73 –
meLUC 14 42 –
meTEA 02 28 68 –
meUNK 38 34 31 10 –

Grade 3 (n 5 154)
meEFF –
meABL 54 –
meLUC 2 14 44 –
meTEA 2 21 33 53 –
meUNK 09 20 22 13 –

Grade 4 (n 5 178)
meEFF –
meABL 31 –
meLUC 2 50 20 –
meTEA 2 34 04* 74 –
meUNK 2 20 04* 34 16 –

Grade 5 (n 5 176)
meEFF –
meABL 29 –
meLUC 2 26 17 –
meTEA 2 13 29 56 –
meUNK 2 16 2 02* 15 09 –

Grade 6 (n 5 164)
meEFF –
meABL 18 –
meLUC 2 15 23 –
meTEA 2 01 37 51 –
meUNK 2 40 17 34 23 –

Note: Decimals have been omitted. All correlations are signi�cant P ,
.05, except as noted by italics. Gender effects have been partialed.

aAll correlations with effort showed developmental differences. The
remaining correlations showed no developmental differences, except
those denoted with (*) and these did not differ from zero.

consistent with other samples (e.g. Oettingen et al., 1994). Regarding the
means-ends dimensions, the rated importance of both effort and ability
increased with age (with some nonlinear slowing), whereas the rated
importance of luck, teachers, and unknowns decreased with age (unknowns
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showed a nonlinear acceleration). Note that the enigmatic luck construct
behaved nearly identically with the Means-ends: Luck dimension (see
Table 3).

DISCUSSION

As mentioned earlier, two questions motivated this study: (1) do Japanese
children manifest action-control beliefs (e.g. self-related agency beliefs);
and (2) if so, how are these beliefs expressed in these children? With the
exception of the agentic luck construct, the answer to the �rst question was
that Japanese children do share with their Western and European peers
fundamentally similar action-control beliefs. This outcome alone is
important for two reasons. First, as mentioned earlier, some researchers
have questioned whether self-related action-control concepts, such as
personal agency, would generalise to non-Western societies such as Japan
(e.g. Skinner et al., 1990). Second, the fact that such concepts are evident in
these children has indirect implications for understanding the documented
achievement advantages of Japanese children (e.g. Stevenson et al., 1993).
Regarding the second question, our results showed both sociocultural
similarities and differences in these children’s action-control beliefs about
school performance.

Similarities in Japanese Children’s Action-Control Beliefs about School
Performance. We described earlier some possible in�uences that could
lead to similarities between Japanese children’s action-control beliefs about
school performance and those of children from other sociocultural contexts.
In particular, we pointed out the potential role that school-related factors
may play in shaping these beliefs. Namely, core commonalities (a) in
classroom teaching goals, and (b) in conceptions about the factors that
determine school performance (Little et al., 1995b; Oettingen et al., 1994;
Stetsenko et al., 1995). An important outcome of this study, therefore, was
the general inter-cultural similarity in Japanese children’s school
performance-related beliefs. Along with other factors (e.g. parental
involvement), the formal education system in Japan, which re�ects similar
goal structures as those of other prominent nations, may have contributed to
the similarities between these children’s beliefs and those of children from
other countries. In other words, these children manifested beliefs about
themselves as competent, self-ef�cacious agents, who attribute their school-
related successes or failures to personal merit (effort) and skill (ability).

In support of this idea we found, for example, that the factorial structure
of the CAMI (excluding Agency: Luck) was equivalent to previous studies
(e.g. Little et al., 1995b; Oettingen et al., 1994). This outcome represents,
simultaneously, an internal validation of the CAMI because the structure
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was supported within the sample, and an external validation because the
sample re�ects a new context. From a psychometric viewpoint, such
equivalence justi�es the further comparisons we made. From a theoretical
viewpoint, this equivalence demonstrates an important intercultural
similarity in the mental categories that Japanese children and children of
other sociocultural settings apply when thinking about their own role in
producing school-related outcomes and about the general causes of such
outcomes.

For the means-ends or causality beliefs, an age-related process of
correlational differentiation emerged, although not as clearly as in other
sociocultural settings (Little & Lopez, in press; Stetsenko et al., 1995).
Compared to younger peers, older children differentiated more between the
causes leading to school success and failure (as indicated by the lower
correlations among them). However, the degree of differentiation in the
younger children was quite substantial in comparison to other sociocultural
samples (Little & Lopez, in press; Stetsenko et al., 1995). Japanese children,
beginning in grade 2, endorsed a more articulated view of luck, and both the
teacher’s role and unknown causes were viewed as relatively independent
from effort and ability. Although such a differentiated pattern among the
younger children may have occurred for numerous reasons, we can suggest,
for instance, that the children may have had more and varied education-
related experiences in the home (Hess & Azuma, 1990, 1991; Holloway,
1988) than children of other sociocultural contexts.

Interestingly, of the �ve means-ends beliefs, only effort and ability
exhibited a clear age-related differentiation pattern. Their pattern (Table 3)
may be less a function of school experiences and more of cognitive-
maturational acquisition (Little & Lopez, in press). In either case, the fact
that evidence for differentiation in the means-ends beliefs was found, but no
evidence emerged for the agency and control-expectancy beliefs, also
represents an important inter-cultural similarity in Japanese children’s
action-control beliefs about school performance.

The general negative relations between the teacher-related means-ends
and agency dimensions also showed inter-cultural similarity; however, its
origin is dif�cult to identify and may be related to a general power-distance
phenomenon (Hofstede, 1991; Oettingen, 1995). In other words, perhaps,
the social dynamic between students and teachers is simply one in which the
more powerful a teacher is perceived to be, the less accessible (distanced)
he/she is.

Finally, the �ve general �ndings for the overall correlational pattern also
apply to the gender and grade-level comparisons (recall that the means-ends
dimensions varied as a function of age-cohort) and three of these �ve general
correlational patterns among the constructs (the �rst three described
earlier) showed inter-cultural similarities (Little et al., 1995b). Finally, the
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general pattern of gender differences and grade-related developmental
trends showed inter-cultural similarities, although these trends have shown
tendencies to be generally more variable across the different sociocultural
settings (Little & Lopez, in press).

Differences in Japanese Children’s Action-Control Beliefs about School
Performance. In addition to the many inter-cultural similarities, we also
expected context-speci�c variations to in�uence Japanese children’s action-
control beliefs and in particular, their self-related agency and control-
expectancy beliefs. Two pronounced and noteworthy differences emerged
in these data: (1) the role of luck; and (2) the relationship between effort and
ability.

Japanese Children’s Conceptions of Luck. The Agency: Luck construct
behaved quite differently in Japan as compared to other cultures. To begin
with, when scored in the same way as in other cultures, the items showed
negative correlations between each positive-event item and each negative-
event item—in other countries they become positively correlated after
reverse coding. More speci�cally, children from other sociocultural contexts
who believe that luck is an important factor in their personal school
performance respond to the three positive-event items with an af�rmative;
that is, they would agree with the statements: “I would say that I’m a person
who has luck with my homework,” “When it comes to getting good grades, I
usually have lots of luck,” and “When it comes to school work, I’m lucky.” In
addition, these same children respond to the three negative-event items with
a negative, disagreeing with the statements: “When it comes to answering
hard questions, I’m usually out of luck,” “As far as learning something hard
goes, I’m usually unlucky,” and “I’m pretty unlucky with my homework.” In
other words, well-performing children with high agency for luck feel that
their good performance stems from the presence of good luck, and bad
performance stems from the absence of good luck (and not the presence of
bad luck). Conversely, poor-performing children with high agency for luck
feel that their bad performance stems from the presence of bad luck, and a
good performance stems from the absence of bad luck (and not the presence
of good luck).

The reason for the unique pattern in the Japanese data, however, can only
be speculated upon. One interpretation is that the fundamental perception
of luck is different in Japan than in the other countries studied thus far. In
our view, this difference in the luck concept can be described as a state-like
versus trait-like dichotomy. Assuming that either good or bad luck is
associated with an individual stably over time (a trait-like characteristic), a
person who associates good performance with his/her good luck would also
associate poor performance with his/her lack of good luck. Similarly, a
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person who associates bad performance to his/her bad luck would also
associate better performance to his/her lack of bad luck.

This trait-like pattern, however, was not so with the Japanese sample. In
contrast to other cultures, the item correlations suggest a more state-like
luck concept. With a state-like concept, luck is much more capricious and
unpredictable. One’s luck may shift from good to bad and from bad to good,
moment by moment. Here, a person who tends to associate his/her
performance with luck will view the results of his/her good and poor
performance differently: Good performance results from the presence of
good luck and bad performance results from the presence of bad luck. In
other words, in Japan, a child can have both good and bad luck affecting
his/her performance at any given moment. Such a state-like belief would
lead to positive correlations between the positive- and negative-event
items.

An important piece of evidence for interpreting the nature of this luck
construct is its correlation with its means-ends counterpart; this correlation
was consistently and strongly positive (r 5 .77 in the overall sample).
Moreover, the enigmatic luck construct correlated moderately negatively
with the agency and control-expectancy beliefs (e.g. rs generally around
2 .3). Such a pattern suggests that the “agency” luck items were interpreted
as if they were causality-related “means-ends” luck items, with the only
ostensible difference being that the presented items were worded in the �rst
person. In our view, the Japanese luck concept, as a �eeting and volatile
state-like quality, precludes the correlational pattern that is characteristic of
other sociocultural contexts. When viewed as a stable personal
characteristic, Agency: Luck correlates highly and positively with the other
agency dimensions and moderately negatively with the Means-ends: Luck
dimension. When viewed as a nonstable characteristic, children may have to
rely on their generalised expectations of the degree to which luck affects
their performance (i.e. a �rst-person means-ends conception; see Little, in
press; cf. Strategy beliefs, Skinner, 1995) and not whether they can
consistently bene�t from good luck or must consistently suffer from bad
luck. In other words, the capricious nature of the luck concept in Japanese
society may preclude stable and agentic access to it. This interpretation is
further supported by the consistent pattern of gender- and age-related
means-level differences associated with the Means-ends: Luck dimension
and the enigmatic luck construct (Table 3). Clearly, however, future
research is needed before any strong conclusions can be drawn.

Japanese Children’s Conceptions of Effort and Ability. Numerous
writers have presented arguments that Japanese children have conceptions
of effort and ability that are different from children of other sociocultural
backgrounds, such as American children (Hamilton, Blumenfeld, Akoh, &
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Miura, 1989; Holloway, 1988; Lewis, 1990). Our �ndings support this general
contention. We found a relative independence in Japanese children’s
conceptions of effort and ability as causal in�uences on performance (i.e.
their means-ends beliefs) and in their beliefs that they personally can exert
effort and express their ability (i.e. their agency beliefs). That is, the
disattenuated correlation between effort and ability, as causality-related
means-ends beliefs, was only 0.38 in the overall sample (recall that these
beliefs showed a strong correlational differentiation with age-cohort,
beginning with a 0.74 in grade 2 and ending with a 0.18 in grade 6). In
contrast, Little et al. (1995b) report this disattenuated correlation as ranging
from 0.57 to 0.84 in children of identical grade levels across four unique
sociocultural settings (Los Angeles, Moscow, East Berlin, and West Berlin).
Similarly, the correlation between Agency: Effort and Agency: Ability was
0.66 in the overall sample (and similar in each grade level), which appears to
be lower than in other sociocultural settings (i.e. rs range from 0.78 to 0.96;
Little et al., 1995b).

Japanese children indeed may hold a more differentiated view of effort
and ability than do children of other sociocultural settings (Little et al.,
1995b). In Japan, the effort concept appears to re�ect a normative style of
personal behaviour wherein exerting effort may be an intrinsically
rewarding end in itself (Holloway, 1988; Stevenson et al., 1990; Stevenson,
Lee, & Stigler, 1986; Stevenson & Stigler, 1992). However, the reasons for
such conceptions are dif�cult to trace. In our view, two aspects of the
immediate school setting, as a proximal carrier of social values, could serve
as a possible transmission mechanism (Stetsenko et al., 1995); namely,
manner of performance feedback and degree of dimensionality.

Although Japanese schools typically employ a unidimensional teaching
format, the design of the materials and the focus of teachers’ feedback
produces a situation in which effort is differentiated from ability (Holloway,
1988; Stigler & Perry, 1988). Speci�cally, a child is assigned materials that
generally equate, and at the same time, tax his/her ability level, and thereby
require him/her to exert effort to surpass his/her previous score and to earn
the teacher’s praise. An example of this schooling feature is the co-operative
task structure that is typical of Japanese schools (Holloway, 1988; Lewis,
1990). A co-operative task structure involves group-based performance and
evaluation rather than individual-based performance and evaluation. This
group-based emphasis not only teaches social co-operation, for example, but
also reduces the degree to which one can rely on ability to perform well. The
group, which is typically de�ned as a heterogeneous ability group, must exert
effort as a whole. In this regard, a co-operative task structure represents an
environment in which one’s performance quality must be judged relative to
one’s previous performance level, which highlights effort relative to ability
as the means to increase one’s performance.
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In addition to this feature of Japanese teaching, the highly private nature
of performance feedback in Japanese schools may impede children’s
social-comparison opportunities, thereby prohibiting them from assessing
their ability level in the classroom. As described by Oettingen et al. (1994),
the public feedback of the former East Berlin schools greatly accentuated
the children’s social-comparison opportunities, whereas the private
feedback of the West Berlin schools reduced these opportunities. Regarding
the Japanese school format, private feedback likely de-emphasises the
importance of ability as a means by which one achieves good school grades.
Relatedly, teachers’ verbal evaluations avoid commenting on children’s
ability and their absolute levels of academic performance; instead, more
emphasis is placed on extolling the children’s efforts (Hamilton et al., 1989;
Holloway, 1988; Stevenson et al., 1990). That is, teachers strongly
differentiate between ability and effort feedback, and the children, too,
appear to differentiate between their agent access to effort and ability as
early as grade 2.

The overall mean-level patterns as well as the gender- and age-related
patterns were quite consistent with this view. For example, the mean levels
of effort, as a causal constituent of school performance (means-ends belief),
was higher than ability, and the children’s agentic access to these two means
were higher for effort than ability. In addition, the importance of effort
increased more with age than did ability (mean-level differentiation).
Interestingly, the interactive pattern with gender for both the agentic access
to effort and ability as well as the causal importance of these two dimensions
is quite pronounced (generally favouring females). Both boys and girls rated
effort as equally important, but girls reported more agentic access to effort.
Conversely, boys rated ability as less important in producing school
outcomes than did girls but thought that they had less agentic access to
ability than did girls. The origins of this gender difference, however, would
need to be examined further in future research.

Conclusions

Although we found some inter-cultural differences in these children’s
self-related agency beliefs (i.e. agentic luck and the relations between effort
and ability showed distinctive patterns), we also found sizeable inter-cultural
similarities in the action-control beliefs of these Japanese children, thereby
supporting the generalisability of the tripartite action-theory conception of
psychological control in this sample. In our view, this study establishes an
important link between Japanese children’s action-control beliefs and those
of children reared in other sociocultural settings and provides a basis for
future research. For example, examining the ways in which socioculturally
based values, such as those shaping the effort and ability beliefs, are
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transmitted to children is an important process for future research to
untangle. Moreover, examining how these action-related beliefs relate to
various performance measures may provide an important key to unlocking
the secret of the Japanese children’s achievement successes. In other words,
how are these concepts shaped and expressed in such a distinctive manner?
And do they re�ect the important individual-difference variable that
predicts the high achievement patterns of Japanese children? Answering
such questions could provide important insights into the possible
mechanisms in�uencing the relations between children’s beliefs about their
own performance and their actual performance.
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