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MOTIVATIONAL THEORIES: AN OVERVIEW

about how students are motivated and what you can do to struc-
ture a class that positively affects student motivation can make a
significant difference in student engagement and learning. A class-
room of motivated learners affects our motivation as well and can
make teaching a more satisfying experience for the instructor.

~ MOTIVATIONAL THEORIES: AN OVERVIEW

Researchers typically considgr three indices of motivation: choice,
effort, and persistence; achi \ement is an outcome of these vari-
ables. Accordingly, students who are motivated to learn choose
tasks that enhance their learning, work hard at those tasks, and
persist in the face of difficulty in order to attain their goals. So it
should be no surprise that motivation is important to consider if
we want to enhance student learning. Why students vary in their
motivation is a compelling question, and several theoretical
frameworks help provide answers. :

Some students may be driven by a high need for achievement
(McClelland, Atkinson, Clark, & Lowell, 1953). Need for achieve-
ment may be characterized as an individual trait or disposition,
and it is likely to be the outcome of early environments in which
parents set high standards and valued achievement. In general,
students differ from one another in the degree to which achieve-
ment for its own sake is meaningful to them, but this difference
explains only one aspect of motivation, which is also considered
to be contextual and malleable. A particular student may exhibit
a striving for achievement on the soccer field but not in your
class, or perhaps appears more motivated to achieve in some
parts of your course than in others; and we have all known stu-
dents who did not appear motivated at the start of a course but
became deeply engaged. Moreover, classroom environment and
instructional practices can foster certain types of motivation over
others, as can the overall climate of an educational institution.

Autonomy and Self-Determination

Many psychologists posit that human beings have a fundamental

"need for autonomy and self-determination (Deci & Ryan, 2000).
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In general, individuals want o be in charge of their own behav-

“jor, and they value a sense of control over their environment. We

can enhance students’ sense of control by offering meaningful
opportunities for choice and by supporting their autonomy,
which in turn enhances motivation. Quite often these opportuni-
ties for choice can be relatively simple things such as a choice of
paper topics, test questions, due dates, or reading assignments,
yet they go a long way toward acknowledging a student

perspective.

Intrinsic and Extrinsic Motivation

Most educational researchers acknowledge that what matters is
not only whether a student is motivated but also what type of
motivation the student has. Instructors at the college level often
complain of student preoccupation with grades, typified by the
perpetual classroom question “Will that be on the test?”
Extrinsically motivated students are likely to engage in the course
for reasons of external rewards, such as grades, recognition, or
the approval of others (notably instructors and parents).
Individuals who are intrinsically motivated engage in an activity
for the value of the activity itself, rather than for an external
reward. Students who are intrinsically motivated are those who
learn for the pleasure of learning and who have a sense of self-
Jetermination about their educational path. Intrinsic motivation
has been shown to foster conceptual understanding, creativity,
involvement, and a preference for challenge. Research on college
student learning indicates that students with an intrinsic orienta-
tion are more likely to use cognitive strategies such as elaboration
and organization, resulting iri deeper processing of the material
(Pintrich & Garcia, 1991). ‘

Although the image of a classroom of intrinsically motivated
learners might sound ideal, students are also driven by the desire
for grades, approval, and other rewards, and understandably so.
Intrinsic motivation and extrinsic motivation exist not on a single
continuum but on two, separate ones, and students may often
have multiple goals for the same course. A student enrolled in a
required course, for example, may be deeply interested in the mate-
rial but may also see it as a step in her professional development
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(Wigfield & Eccles, 2000). From this social cognitive perspective,
motivation is viewed as the outcome of multiplying these two
forces; if either one is absent, the resulting product is zero.
Instructors can benefit by knowing that they need to foster both.
Students need to feel that there is a reasonable possibility of suc-
cess and that the work is of value. Thus even students who
believe they can do well in an introductory course might not con-
tinue with the subject if they do not see that learning the material
is worthwhile; likewise, even those who entered with profes-
sional ambitions dependent on the course may not persist in the
field if they think that they cannot expect success. You may
assume that students know the value of your field or of your par-
ticular course, but often this is not the case, and it may be worth
the time to explain the relevance of what you are teaching.
Fostering expectancy for success is equally important. Students
benefit when instructors have high expectations for success and
also provide the conditions for achieving it.

Mastery and Performance Goals

Motivated‘behavior is directed toward goals, and goals related to
learning tend to reflect two broad types of purposes: mastery

goals and performance goals (Ames, 1992). Students who adopt

mastery goals are those whose primary desire is to understand and

master the material. By contrast, students with performance goals
are more likely to focus on their achievement relative to the
performance of others. The classrooms we create may implicitly
foster either type of goals, depending on grading practices,
classroom climate, and other such factors, and here the faculty
member can be particularly influential in affecting productive
motivational beliefs.

Tn a class that is focuséd on mastery, instructors generally use
criterion-referenced grading rather than normative (grading on a
curve), foster a supportive climate where students can take intel-
lectual risks, and provide opportunities for students to demon-
strate improvement. A mastery orientation may be visible in
classroom discussions when students ask genuine questions to
which they do not already know the answers, driven by a desire
to better understand the material, rather than to impress their
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(“The test emphasized the material 1 actually studied!”).
Attributions can be categorized along three dimensions: locus,
stability, and responsibility, which refer respectively to whether
the cause is internal or external, stable or unstable, and whether
the cause is controllable or not. Students who explain their dis-
appointments with internal, controllable attributions (“I know 1
didn’t prepare adequately for the test”) are likely to do better
next time, because they believe they can affect the outcome.
Students who attribute failure to stable, uncontrollable causes (“1
will never understand statistics”) are less likely to be motivated
for improvement and understandably pessimistic about future
outcomes.

Instructors can assist students in making adaptive attributions,
particularly by helping them attribute failure to effort rather than
ability, as well as by communicating their own positive attribu-
tions about students’ capabilities to learn. When meeting with
students to confer about low performance or an unexpected poor
grade, you can help them reframe their thinking about the cause
of their difficulties and help them gain a sense of control over
future outcomes by helping them think diagnostically and ratio-
nally. Ask them to describe how they studied (or went about writ-
ing the paper), review the types of questions they missed or the

| most significant flaws in a paper, and help them know how to
] prepare or write more effectively in the future. In addition, refer-
ring students to a study skills center on your campus in order to
improve their learning strategies can communicate that the prob-
lem is remediable and that they can take charge in addressing it.

Social Goals and Social Motivation

Students are obviously motivated by more than academic
achievement. For example, they also have social goals that are
operative in the classroom: they want to be socially responsible
i and to form social relationships with peers (Patrick et al., 1997;
| Wentzel & Wigfield, 1998). Although most studies of the relation
; between social goals and academic motivation and achievement
i have been conducted with younger adolescents, certainly no col-
i lege instructor would doubt that social goals are operative in the
college classroom. Enabling students to make new acquaintances
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3. Foster students’ intrinsic motivation to attend class by being
well prepared, making lectures and discussions interesting, vary-
ing the instructional format, inducing cognitive dissonance and
stimulating thought, and adding interactive elements where

" appropriate. Students are more motivated to come to class when

the Jearning experience clearly exceeds what can be copied from
another’s notes.

4. Foster mastery by encouraging students to revise their writing.
Although it might not be reasonable for you to read drafts of
every paper, you might do this for the first written assignment
and then create peer review groups for additional papers. Or you
can vary this process by responding to outlines for one paper and
then reading drafts of opening paragraphs for the second. You
can further foster mastery by uncoupling feedback and grading,
so that early drafts receive written comments but no grades.

5. Adopt a criterion-referenced approach to grading rather than a
normative one. Qutline course requirements so that the point
value for each assignment is clear from the beginning and stu-
dents know what they need to do to succeed—and know that
they can succeed without worrying about their standing relative
to others in the course. This fosters a sense of control, creates a
cooperative rather than a competitive climate, and appeals to
both intrinsically and extrinsically motivated students.

6. Test frequently enough that students become accustomed to
the format and have opportunities to learn from their mistakes; at
the very least consider a similar format for the midterm and final.
Allow students to justify and elaborate on their multiple-choice
answers, which enhances control, and give partial or full credit
for acceptable and reasonable justifications of alternative
answers. Provide choices of essay questions to answer (e.g.,
“«Answer five of the following six questions”). Consider provid-
ing one of the essay questions in advance, particularly one that
might require more thoughtfulness and preparation.

7. When grading tests, create a frequency distribution of
responses and consider dropping questions missed by a large
number of students—and then reteach the material after
you return the tests. This sense of shared responsibility for the

learning process heightens student awareness that you are
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IN CONCLUSION

1. Recognize stutlients’ needs for self-determination and auton-
omy, and provide opportunities for choice and control.
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esponding to the individual student may be the most

important way to improve your instruction. Appreciating

the unique needs and characteristics of your students sets
an educational environment that will better enhance learning by
each student.

Many dedicated teachers seek feedback in the classroom either
by observing students’ reactions or by directly soliciting com-
ments: “How am I doing?” “Am I being clear?” “Is this too basic—
do you want me to speed up?” For the most part, such feedback
will enable you to accurately gauge the pace of student progress
as well as the effectiveness of your approach to teaching.
However, with a culturally diverse student, some basic differences
in the student’s and the teacher’s backgrounds may cause feed-
back communications to fail. This chapter suggests some common :
cultural characteristics of some students coming from ethnic i
minority heritages. It highlights some illustrations of how a fac- !
ulty person of a white, European American background—which I
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