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ABSTRACT

Many research revealed that Self-Handicapping is associated with the students’ personal motivations, 
academic achievement, global self-esteem and certainty of self-esteem. This study is designed to find out 
the relationship between Self-Handicapping, and Achievement in Mathematics of learners of chult age 
(adolescence). Using Multi-stage cluster sampling 204 secondary school students of Thiruvananthapuram 
educational sub district were selected for the study. Participants were directed to fill in the self-reported 
Self-Handicapping Scale; the Achievement score in Mathematics were taken from the school records. Data 
has been analyzed with SPSS-16th version. Students of chult age have a moderate level of Self-Handicapping 
and High level of Achievement in Mathematics but there is a negative low relationship between Self-
Handicapping and Achievement in Mathematics. This study disclosed that self-Handicapping and 
achievement in Mathematics are correlated. Thus, a positive variation in Self-Handicapping will make 
a corresponding decrease in Achievement in Mathematics and vice-versa
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While many people struggle to achieve success, the 
literature on Self-Handicapping shows that another 
group may only be motivated to give the appearance 
of wanting to achieve (Thomas & Gadbois, 2007), 
this process is called Self-Handicapping. The 
concept of Self-Handicapping was introduced by 
Edward, E.Jones and Steven Berglas (1978). There 
basic observation was that people often create or 
at least claim obstacle to success in performance 
when people have worries about their capability to 
be successful and when disappointment confirms 
that the ability is lacking. Jones & Berglas (1978) 
argued that the Self handicapper is capitalizing 
on the attributional principles of discounting and 
augmentation (Kelly, 1972). Self-Handicapping has 
been defined in a variety of ways by researchers, 
but most of them agree that it involves creating 
obstacles to successful performance on tasks that 
the individual considers important (Covington, 

1992; Rhodewalt, 1994). (Kelley, 1971) argued the 
obstacles may interfere with performance but allow 
the person to discount responsibility for failure 
and augment credit for success. The purpose of 
Self-Handicapping is to deflect the attributions of 
others away from low ability causes and towards 
circumstantial or situational causes of failure; 
that is, to blur the link between ability and poor 
performance (Harris & Snyder, 1986; Urdan, 
Midgley, & Anderman, 1998).
Self-Handicapping takes many forms and may 
be behavioural or verbal (Leary & Shepperd, 
1986), with behavioural strategies producing the 
greatest risk of failure (Hirt, Deppe, & Gordon, 
1991). Self-Handicapping is marked by a conscious 
decision to engage in the behaviour or establish 
an justification for lower or no performance prior 
to or simultaneously with the task (Urdan, 2004; 
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Urdan & Midgley, 2001), ultimately affecting 
performance capabilities and leading to failure 
(Berglas & Beaumeister, 1993). This can also 
be linked with procrastinated behavior. Self-
Handicapping strategies occur in situations in which 
individuals see task performance as an image of 
themselves (Shepperd & Arkin, 1989). Covington 
(2000) argued that self-worth is at the root of self-
protective mechanisms because ‘in our society 
individuals are widely considered to be only as 
worthy as their ability to achieve’ (p. 181).
Urdan and Midgley (2001) state that students’ 
‘ability and intelligence is on public display’ in an 
academic surroundings, creating the conditions 
for the use of Self-Handicapping strategies. Really, 
Self-Handicapping has been shown to be related to 
academic indices (Eronen, Nurmi, & Salmela-Aro, 
1998) and so may also be related to learning, task 
orientations, and self.
Studies crosswise a range of student ages has 
shown that academic Self-Handicapping tendencies 
are linked to perceived classroom goals and 
students’ motivations in the learning context, coping 
strategies, attributions following performance, the 
amount of time spent studying and, ultimately, to 
academic achievements. These variables should also 
be related to how students’ describe themselves as 
successful learners.
Urdan and Midgley (2001) emphasized that 
academic Self-Handicapping is engaged in by 
students who ‘still care about school but are low 
achievers and lack confidence in their abilities’ (p. 
130). As indicated above, research shows that Self-
Handicapping is related to particular characteristics 
of learners, such as their general motivations for 
and attitudes about learning. These factors should 
also be related to how students describe themselves 
as learners.

Self-Handicapping and Academic 
Performance
Schools and classrooms provide excellent frames for 
examining Self-Handicapping behavior of learners 
as in such a landscape learners are being confronted, 
on regular basis, with tasks and situations in which 
information about their ability and intelligence is 
on a platform of discussion by everyone and it 
is a stage of setting them. This behavior of Self-

Handicapping occurs in individuals in all domains 
of learning and cognition, but demands a significant 
attention because academic achievement reflects on 
a value added characteristic. Self-Handicapping has 
been shown to be related to academic matters as 
reported by various psychologists (Eronen, Nurmi, 
& Salmela-Aro, 1998) and so may also be related to 
how students learn and interact. Self-Handicapping 
behavior occurs in any situation that involves an 
ability-diagnostic activity.
Midgley & Urdan (1995) found that feeling self-
conscious in school, low self-worth and being 
oriented to extrinsic and adult approval achievement 
goals, perceiving the school emphasized performance 
goals and associating with friends with a negative 
bearing toward academics predicted the use of 
Self-Handicapping strategies. Individuals who have 
a history of low achievement will gradually have 
an expectation of lower accomplishment rates in 
prospect, especially if they believe the failure is 
caused by specific stable and uncontrollable causes, 
such as lack of ability; they may not be recovering 
later. Once individuals develop the belief that they 
may fail on an upcoming task, they become more 
likely to engage in Self-Handicapping behavior, 
leading to mismatches in academic plans and 
work-outs. This cycle of failure-Self-Handicapping-
failure may result in the withdrawal of own efforts 
in school, leading to skipping of the task by choice 
(Urdan & Midgley, 2003; Kieffer & Knee, 1998). 
When learners are much concerned about not 
performing worse than other students, and with 
not appearing academically unable, they have more 
tendencies to self- handicap (Kaplan, Middleton, 
Urdan & Midgley, 2002; Urdan 2004).
There is considerable amount of research literature 
that agrees Self-Handicapping has negative effects 
on significant educational processes and outcomes 
such as motivation and achievement (Urdan, 
Midgley, & Anderman, 1998; Zuckerman, Kieffer, & 
Knee, 1998; Martin, Marsh, & Debus, 2001). This is 
because the Self-Handicapping behavior represents 
a reduction or withdrawal of effort towards a given 
task, and is not surprising that Self-Handicapping is 
associated with lower performance on these tasks.

The Problem
The purpose of the present study is to find out the 
relationship between the Self-Handicapping and 
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Achievement in Mathematics. The variables of the 
study are Self-Handicapping, and Achievement 
in Mathematics. The present study tests three 
hypotheses. First, Secondary school students have a 
low level of Self-Handicapping, second hypothesis 
was Secondary school students have an average 
level of Achievement in Mathematics. Finally, 
there is a significant relationship between Self-
Handicapping and Achievement in Mathematics of 
secondary school students.

METHOD

Participants
204 ninth standard students from the selected seven 
government schools of Thiruvananthapuram south 
educational sub-district of Kerala (India) constitute 
the participants of the study. Sampling was done 
following multi stage cluster sampling. Among the 
selected 204 students 84 were boys and 120 were 
girls. Ages range from 13 years to 15 years.

Measures

(a) Self-Handicapping Scale

The authors developed and validated the scale- self-
handicapping scale. After initial survey the item 
analysis has been carried out; the final version of the 
scale, in a pilot study, carried out on a sample of 130 
secondary school students. The reliability has been 
obtained using cronbach’s alpha coefficient (0.81) 
and using split half Spearman Brown (0.84). Cross 
validity is 0.30 and concurrent validity obtained 
is 0.31 (correlated with Self-Handicapping Scale 
developed by Rhodewalt. F, 1990). Content validity 
was confirmed by the opinions of experts from both 
Psychology and Educational Psychology. The scale 
is of 20 statements designed in five point Likert 
scale format with end points Strongly Agree(5) and 
Strongly Disagree(1). The range of the score was 20 
to 100. A high score on this scale indicates a higher 
Self-Handicapping, while a low score shows low 
Self-Handicapping.

(b) Achievement in Mathematics

Authors have taken achievement scores from school 
records; later the scores were treated mathematically 
and were converted in to standard scores (Z-scores) 
for further analysis.

Procedure

The investigators met the head of the schools and 
had discussion with them to get a formal approval. 
The investigators went to school and with the 
help of the principal/senior teacher found out the 
cluster class. Later a rapport has been maintained 
with students by introducing the aims of the study. 
Then the data was collected-personal data, and the 
Self-Handicapping scale was given to students. 
Each statement was explained by the researchers in 
simple language using appropriate examples and 
then the need of the study presented in their own 
language. The score of achievement in Mathematics 
was collected from the records of concern teachers.

RESULTS
It is evident from the Table 1, mean and standard 
deviation of Self-Handicapping of secondary school 
students are 54.99 and 13.36 respectively. It is thus 
interpreted that they have an average level of Self-
Handicapping as per the qualitative norms of the 
scale.

Table 1: The descriptive statistical scores such as 
Mean, standard error of mean, standard deviation, 

variance, skewness, and kurtosis
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Table 2: The number and percentage of students in 
different levels of Self-Handicapping

Sl. 
No.

Level of Slef-
Handicapping

Number Percent 
(%)

1 Severe Self-Handicapping 47 23.04
2 Moderate Self-

Handicapping
137 67.16

3 Low Self-Handicapping 20 9.80
Total 204 100%

It is clear that 67.16% of the total respondents fall in 
moderate Self-Handicapping category while 9.8% of 
them are in low Self-Handicapping level.
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The following figure shows that the histogram of 
the distribution.

Fig 1: Histogram with Normal Probability Curve- Self-
Handicapping

Table 3: Descriptive statistical scores of Achievement 
in Mathematics
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The mean and standard deviation of Achievement in 
Mathematics of secondary school students are 49.93 
and 9.99 respectively. They are in average level of 
achievement as per the norms framed.

Table 4: The number and percentage of students in 
different levels of Achievement in Mathematics

Sl. No. Level of
Achievement

Number Percent (%)

1 High 105 51.47
2 Average 44 21.57
3 Low 55 26.96

Total 204 100%

It is clear from the table 4that most of the students 
fall in 26.96% level of Achievement in Mathematics. 
At the same time 51.47% of them fall in high 
achievement level.
The correlat ion coeff ic ient  between Self -
Handicapping and Achievement in Mathematics (r= 
-0.29) is a low and negative correlation, and is proven 

significant at 0.01 level. Thus, it is interpreted there 
is a significant negative low correlation between 
the variable Self-Handicapping and Achievement 
in Mathematics. That is, a positive variation in Self-
Handicapping will make a corresponding decrease 
in Achievement in Mathematics and vice-versa.

Table 5: Correlation between the variable Self-
Handicapping, and Achievement in Mathematics

Variables Achievement in 
Mathematics

Self-Handicapping -.291**

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

DISCUSSION OF THE RESULT
In one way or the other, the successful completion 
of the tasks undertaken is important to everyone, 
especially in learning. Sometimes one’s own actions 
can turn out to be barriers in the path fulfill these 
tasks. Self-Handicapping strategies are employed 
to manipulate the impressions of others (Midgley, 
Arunkumar, & Urdan, 1996). These proactive 
strategies increase the opportunity to externalize 
failure and internalize success (Berglas & Jones, 
1978) so that the evaluations are clouded, masking 
Self-Handicappers’ actual abilities (Berglas & 
Baumeister, 1993). In the present study, it is found 
that secondary school students have a moderate 
level of Self-Handicapping.
Studies found that students having high Self-
Handicapping behaviors are unsuccessful at school 
(McCrea & Hirrt, 2001; Rhodewalt, 1994; Urdan, 
2004; Zuckerman et al. 1998; Zuckerman & Tsai, 
2005). It is found that the relationship between Self-
Handicapping and Achievement in Mathematics is 
negative (Leondari & Gonida, 2007). Students with 
lower grades in mathematics would report using 
Self-Handicapping (Midgley et al. 1996; Midgley 
& Urdan, 1995, 2001; Urdan et al. 1998). Hence it 
is concluded that the results strongly support with 
the findings obtained in the earliest studies on 
the relationship between Self-Handicapping and 
Achievement in Mathematics of secondary school 
students. The results of the study in general have 
a wide range of implication- for parents it would 
be helpful as an insight in understanding their 
wards, and for teachers in focusing on tips for 
better learning and making learning meaningful 
and participatory.
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