
By Al Hill & Nickey Walker 

 

A Matter of Attitude: Who’s in Control? 
 

Who is in control of your life? 

 

       An attitude is a habitual emotional response driven by a belief.  Henry Ford once 

remarked “Whether you believe you can or you believe you can’t, you’re probably right”.  

Consider the experiment in which a group of people who were prone to worry were asked 

to perform a cognitive task and to narrate what they were thinking as they did the task.  

They reported comments like “I won’t be able to do this” and “I’m just not good at this 

kind of test.”  When a comparison group of nonworriers were asked to worry for 15 

minutes by repeating similar lines before doing the same task, their performance on the 

task decreased greatly.  Our beliefs and the emotions they evoke can help our 

performance or they can hinder it.  Our attitudes then can make or break us as students.  

 

 
     

  Consider the attitude concerning what psychologist call locus of control.  Locus 

of control refers to a person’s belief about the degree of control that they have over the 

events in their life.  People with an internal locus of control believe that what happens to 

them is largely determined by personal effort and initiative.  People with an external 

locus of control believe that what happens to them is determined by other people, luck, or 

a variety of sources beyond their control.  Research has shown that whether people 

believe that they can determine their own fate, within limits, will determine their 

response to challenges and stressful situations.   
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 A student who believes that they have little or no control of their life is unlikely to 

try to change what they doing since they do not believe that their behavior has a 

significant effect on their life.  A student with an external locus of control will be likely 

to be uninterested in learning new or different study skills, to not ask questions in class or 

seek help when needed and to make no effort to change their behavior in an attempt to 

improve their understanding and consequent performance in a class.  Without a change in 

the student’s behavior, their belief and attitude results in a self-fulfilling prophecy as they 

see themselves as a helpless victim of life. 

 

 
    

   A student who believes that they have control of their life is likely to experiment 

with different behaviors in order to discover what they can do to reach their goals.  They 

realize that it is often not just a matter of whether they should study or not but that it is 

also a matter of how they study, that different ways of studying will yield different 

results.  They see that the degree to which they ask questions in class, seek help, do 

homework, study and learn new study techniques is directly related to their understanding 

and success in a class.   These students realize that by changing their behavior they can be 

the creator of their life. 
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     Being a successful student involves the ability to delay gratification.  The future 

benefits of all the effort and time spent working on coursework is distant while other 

much more enjoyable things like friends, hobbies, and various forms of entertainment are 

much closer at hand.  A student with an external locus of control will not see any reason 

to resist the temptation of a small joy in the present for the sake of a greater joy in the 

future.   For people who doubt the potential success of their efforts, sacrifice is unlikely.  

 

  

   

   Consider the differences the differences in comments made by students with an external 

or internal locus of control: 

 

External:  “They made me take this class.” 

Internal:   “This class will help me learn what I need to know in order to be successful in  

                   the next course and or my future career.” 

 

External:   “This course is too hard and the teacher hates me.  I will never get a good  

                  grade in here.” 

Internal:    “I am going to talk to my teacher about what I could do to better understand  

                  the material in here.” 

 

External:   “What is the answer to question number 7?” 

Internal:    “How do I find the answer to question number 7?” 

 

 
      

     Students with an internal locus of control have been found to be better adjusted, more 

independent, more realistic in their aspirations, more creative, more flexible, more self-

reliant, more open to new learning, more interested in intellectual achievement and less 

anxious.  Not surprisingly, experiments have found a strong correlation between locus of 

control and GPA.  The greater the belief that one is the master of his own fate, then the 

greater the GPA.   
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So how exactly do you change an attitude that is holding you back from the success that 

you want?  Consider again the definition of attitude used at the start of this paper: An 

attitude is a habitual emotional response driven by a belief.  Change the belief and you 

change the emotional response.  Change the belief and you change the attitude that is 

thwarting you.  And to change a belief you only have to realize that it is wrong.  If the 

belief that we can not control our life is correct, then it is impossible to explain how a 

belief that we can control it and attempts to control could result in consistently higher 

GPAs for students.  While it is true that we cannot control all of the events that occur in 

our life, it is also true that we can control our responses to those events and thereby 

change the course of other events.  We are always free to choose behaviors that will make 

the most of every situation.   

 



By Al Hill & Nickey Walker 

 

 
     One of the easiest ways to take control of one’s life is to set goals and then make plans 

as to how to obtain those goals.  If a student’s goal is to learn and understand the material 

in a course then some of the things that the plan should include are: 

 

         Asking questions in class when you do not understand and seeking help outside of   

         class if necessary. 

 

         A schedule of when studying or homework will be done. 
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         A quiet place where studying or homework will be done. 

 

        What needs to be studied. 

 

        What study techniques will be used. 

 

        How will it be determined when enough studying has been done. 

      

     Isn’t it time to take control of your life and achieve the success that you long for?  

Then perhaps it really is time for an attitude adjustment. 

 

 
    

  Can you control yourself? 

 

     Academic success not only depends on an attitude of taking control of the events in 

one’s life but also in taking control of one’s self.  A study by Pennsylvania State 

University researchers found that the ability to self-regulate, to pay attention to a task and 

inhibit impulsive behavior, was more important than intelligence for academic success.  

In the study, a students’ capacity for self-control was the best predictor of their 

performance in math and reading.  Scores on intelligence tests were not as closely 

correlated with academic achievement.   

  

 Discipline is the ability control the desire to do something more enjoyable in the 

present in order to accomplish a future goal that will bring an even greater enjoyment.  

Discipline is in a sense, just remembering what you want most and staying focused on the 

necessary tasks in the present required to achieve that.  Learning often requires tasks that 

are boring and repetitious.   Learning the names of letters and how to spell is not in itself 

exciting or fun.  But it is necessary in order to learn to read.  And reading in turn opens 

the door to whole new worlds of exciting learning and possibilities.   

 
  

 The ability to focus on a necessary task at hand and resist the temptation of all the 

more enjoyable things that you could be doing at the moment is a key to being a 

successful student and a success in life in general. 

 



By Al Hill & Nickey Walker 

 

 If one cannot control themselves, then they cannot expect to control the events in 

their life.  And if one cannot control the events in ones’ life, then one often becomes the 

victim of them. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

  


