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Motivating Students to Learn: A Lifelong Perspective

Deborah.J. Stipek
SUMMARY

iearning is an active process requiring conscious and deliberate
oftort. Motivation to learn is therefore as necessary for learning to
o;}ur as is aptitude. This paper takes the position tha£ it is iwportant
for children to exert maximum effort on academic tasks in the classroom
and to be independent, self-directed learners. Furthermore, strareg;es
used tc motivate chj]dren in school must not undermine their functioning
in jwst-secondary educational programs or their desire to engage in

tearaing activities outside of the classroom. Within the context of

these broad goals the paper addresses two questiggg: 1) What are the .

motivational characteristics of a chxld who is mosf\Tike1y to achieve in
school at his or her op§1m§1 1eve1 and.2) what kind of educat1ona1
epvironment fosters these motivational characterjstics?

S The imp]%cations of two changes in traditional assumptions based on
7varn%ng theory are discussed. First, avidence éuggesting that external
cewards and punishments can have negatﬁve 1ohg~term affects on achieve4
;qqﬁ}motivation is reviewed. Second, thcoreLxca] and empirical work
demenstrating that it is not reinforcement per Se that* influences children's
pekavior in achicvement settings, but beliefs about one's competencies,
perceptions of the cause. of achievement outcones and values regardiny

achievement-re1ated rewards that determine behavxor

o




it is proposed-that—external reinforcement is often unnecessary
 because chiidren are intrinsica]]y notivated to engage in actﬁwities

. -
tha r rasult in the deve]opment of fhiew campetencies. Intrinsically
mot ivated achievement behav1or is considered more desirable than externally
muisvated achievement behavxor ‘primarily because axternal reinforcerents

»

are aot always available, esgecially in higher education inslitutions
sind autside of school. Moreover, over-reliance on extrin§ic reinforce-
@ents can ungermine children's intringic motivation to engage in learfing
activities.

" Several strategies are recommended for maintaining achievement-related

cognitions that result in high effort and continuéd interest in learning:
Ci) pavaluating on a mastery rather than a normative standard; 2) minimizing
salisnt public evidence of individual children's performance; 3) consider-
ing errors as a normal aspect of mastering new skills; and 4) providing
opnoxrun1t1es for all children to demonstrate competence in an activity
that is publically valued by the teacher. De-emphasizing external
evaluation, selecting tasks that challenge each student's current\skill
1avel and providing opportunities for student choice in educationaﬁ'
anvironments are recommended as strategies to maintain intrinsic motivation.
£acouraging students to trust their own evaluations and to set reasonable
Goals and prov1d1ng greater automonmy in learning situations are suggested
ko halp students develop independent, self-directed learniny strategies.

The paper conc]udes that radical changes in educational environments
wil] be necessary to ach1eve the mot1vabona1 goals set forth in the

Paper. The regommeﬁdations date back to Juhn Dewey and some were imple-

mepted in experimental schools in the 1960's and 70's. But now there

{L41S/A
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exists strong theoretical and empirical evidence to support theimple-

mentation of these recommendations on a broad scale. While it would b? @
preferable to provide from the very b;ginning of a student's 'school
experience a learning environment that is conducive to_self confidence,
iﬁtrinsic motivation and independent, self-directed learning, it is
ﬁl@imed that‘the introductﬁoncof such a learning environment, even in

th2 high school grades, will further these goals. N

I

g




-

/\__4-—
Motivaling Students to Learn: A Lifelong Perspective

Learning is an active process requiring conscious andwdeliberate

effort  Motivation to Tearn is therefore as necessary for learning to
\

oceur as is aptitude. The mctivational problems of low-achieving children

hav: received the most attention in the achievement motivation 1iterature,

but e!gg_giftgg.chi1dren’s enthusiasm for learang can be dampened, ard,

consequently, they too risk achieving below their'potentia1 (Marlandf"
1971; Whitmore, 19¢0). Educdtors must plovide a learning context that
maintains stuegéts' motivation to engage in learning act1v1t1es if al
students are to benefit maximally from the educational curricu]um.

fhis task is comp]icated by other important goals celated to moti-
vation. To be sure, we want children to exert maximum affort on academic
tasks in the classroom. But the strofeg1es used to maintain cht]dren S
motivation in school must not hinder their functioning in post secondary

educational environments which often require independent jsarning strategies.

and a high level of self motivation. We also hope that children will

engage in learning activities like reading or developing new skills
ofitside of school. Indeed, we want individuals to value learning and to

3

b2 motivated to seek learning opportunities throughout their adult
lives. '

within the context of these broad goals, this paper addresses two
questions: 1) What aré the motivational characteristics 2f 2 child who
ismost, Jiké]y to achieve‘St his or her optimal level? 2) What kind of

oducational environment fosters these motivational characteristics?

X14DS/A




pifferent-aged children pose different motivational probleis and, cbnse-
quently; require different educaticnal strategies. pDevelopmental factors
relevant to these two questions will therefore’be.discuésed when rélevant.

@

From Reinforcement to Cognition

Until about the last decade a reinforcement mer] of motivation
dortnated the educat1ona1 literature. In‘its simplist form, this model
assumes that the frequency of a desired behavior increases if an individual
ie rewarded for the behavior and the frequency of undesired behavior

decréaééé"iT"Cﬁé”ihdivjdua1~ismpunished_ion"jt Thust a child exerts

effort on an acadewic assignment to obtain a reward (e.g. 2 high .grade)

.

and to avoid pun1srment (e.g., a low grade).
Even now, although educatxona] psychology textbooks used in teacher
training are beginning to describe the cognitive models that currently
pravail in the theoretical and researcﬁ literatures, they usually give
mora attention to behavxora] theory Ironically, the relnforcement
principles of motivation that have undoubted1y had‘the most impact on
educational practice are not grounded in an achlevement—motivation
model. Reinforcement theory was proposed to account for all behavior

and achievement behaviors have never been given special theoretical

‘attention. However, at a practical level a-rather extensive educational

“technoje y" has developed out of reinforcement theory. Elaborate token
economjes are employed to motivate children in many educatxona] settings,
especiaily in programs for learning handicapped or behav1ora11y dlsordered
children. Other rewards and punishments such as verbal praise or cr1t1c1sm,

giving or withdrawing privileges, and .grades, are common in all types of

educational settings.

X140¢/A




The ?mpact of reinforcement theory cn American education is under-
ctandable for the simple reason that reinforcers are often effective in
¢onttotling achievement behavior. With. or without special training,
moit teachers find that the promise of a reward or the threat of punish-
ment, can oowerfully aftect children's behavior in‘the classroom, at

" Yeast in the short-term. Whan certain principles based on recent refinements
in ttv application of the theory are followed, rewards can be effectite]y
UsPd to elicit adaptive achievement behav1ors in ch11dren without ltng"term
“"”““””‘negatgve effects (Brophy; 1981). - -Although- pun.shmenthjsm;ons1dered py most
workers in this fi2ld to be less effective. Qphavioral methods have
pnen particularly successful with children wha behave extremely maladaptively
in school settings (Haring & Phi]]ips,'l972).

fhe problem is.that most teachers of nonhandicapped children have
aot had specialized, up-to-date training in behavioral techniques and they
often us2 reinforcement inappropriately. Teachers also tend to over-rely
on rewards and punishment to contro1uach1evement behavior. I will argue

.in “is paper that the long-term costs of str1ct adherence to a rein-

forcement model of achievement motivation, espec1a11y when it is inappro-
priataly applied, as it usually is, has impdrtant 1ong-term costs to
student motivation. Moreover, there are other motivational sysiems, to

o he dis ussed later, that can be act1vated in educational settings.

Problems with Reward and Punishment .

Consider first the potential hazards of over-reliance on rewards.
fraditional rewards used in most American classrooms are not universatly
effoctive. Grades, for -example, are ineffective with children in early

elementary school beca.se they have not yet learned the cultural value

plaued Gn high grédcs. Furthermore, unless the value placed on grades
o

,\0
X1405/4 ]




by teachers is reir ..ced by pavents and peers, children of any age are

unlikely to work for such a symbolic réward. Alternative rewards (2.4.,
candy, money) have on occasion been used in schools, but-there are
obvious problems with these controversial reiéforcérs. The problem of
finding anleffective reinforcer for achievement behavicrs may be particu-

o

lari, serious for adolescents whose concerns are often directed toward

=4

pr:n-:larity, athletics, or other nonacademic activities. Indeed, among

sume rebellious or. alienated adolescents fer =whom, success in school i3

. 4
rather than as a raward!

A second problem with ekterng] reinforcement is that its effective-

ness is of;en short lived. Rewards may be effective in eliciting "new"

7
or "unestablished" behaviors, but if external reinforcement is not

s Chd

yiadually withdrawn, the behavior will occur only under reward conditions.

-

-

fs, when a reward is withdrqyn altogether, the desired behavior occurs
less frequently.orfceases altogether. :

The limitations of rewards become increagingly important as children
advaricé in grade in school. The curriculum in the early elementiary
school grades is generai]y b;oken down into small units with frequent
opportunities for reinforcement. Most assignments are combleted in less
than half an hour and are reviewed by the teacher soon after. [n the
ubper grades, assignments are generally larger, less frequant, and they
span over a longer time period. Compare, for example,‘typic§l language
arts assignments for e]ementar&- and high-school students. The younyer
students may be‘gi@en in one day as many as threg short assignments for
whicn they can receive reinforcement.. High school students are more

Tikely to be asked to write a theme based on assigned reading Jnce @wory

M
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donz to obtain pra1se from the teacher or a good grade, the child may

.behavionr. Fear:of ‘punishment, such as public hum111at1on or 1ow grades,

- A e
neyative imp]icatioﬁs for children's desire to pursue achiuvemeqt-related

.
.
) ' . . :
. . ' Lo
« . e

» <> ‘
» *
N - -

weldhont LWO. Consequently, while young children can be reinforzed for &
,
avery supcomponent of Lhe académic task, older students must go .through
- Q .. " e
mary .toeps without any reinforcement (3. e., they must read the assigned v

Vite 3ture, thlnk about it,” make-an outline, write, and*perhaps rewr1te .

the Lheme). The o\der student is not rewarded for the several tasks.‘

v
«

ihai were Faﬁuired to complete the assignment. ) .

. © For students who enter college, many rewards: (e. gﬁb obtaining a o
L,

ugree, getting into graduate school, gett1ng a good J&o) are far remcved

.

irom the 1mmcd1ate situation requiring ach1evement behaviors. Even ', o

J4it:in a given course, a m1dterm,aQ2\:hf1na1 examination are oft an the

-

ofly-’ products" of a semester of academic labor that the professor sees,
b .

and aOﬂfequent1y, the only opportunities for students tp_QéLreinforced.

L4

The promise of such distant rewards will not be effective for many

stuents who are accustomed to being reinforced for every acadenic

-

affort, ) ) -

-~

Rewarding achievement behaviors in the classroom can also have

3

activities such as reading outside of school. 1f these activities are

N

ovi: 1ook the 1ntr1nsic value or plsasure that derives from 1earn1ng . .
: . s ( .'- a * ¢ v bl
ace-vities. .
Punishmpnt can also have negative consequences for achievement -
&

can cause anxiety, which is well-Known to seriousty hinder learning if

- -

it ' ’extreme (H1\1 & Sarason, 1966; Sp1e1bergpr, 1966). Such fear cun

Cehl” + attent\woai protlems or, if severe, it can block mental proces s61ng

aisogather. | ' \ S

s

@
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Miny children spénd cunsiderably more energy trying to avoid buﬁish-

menl than they do trying ‘to understand materiat or learn new skills.

. N b1 b
fhuv, for example, they avoid, asking questions or volunteering answers

N » [

= for fear of revéaling their«ignoranbe. Or, they turn in completed
asqlgnvunts with answers that they. know are \ncorrect rather than trying .~
.-to f\gure ouc the correct,anawers because they have 1parned thavy pun15hment

;' .
//// ,Ior ot Qurnlng in an assagnment oh time is more severe bhan punishment” .

3

for poor gerformance. " Astute classroom observers have described hLhes2 .

and nther elaborate measures that-some.chiﬁﬁren take (e.g., Covington &

'Beery, 19767 -Holt, 1964). Most of thése fa11ure—avo1d1ng behav10r o ! :

accomplish the student's immediate goal of avoiding pun1shment but they ' T

are ;elf-defeating in the long run.

.

o,

k_'." , i * 9 . 't .
fhese are some of the practical problems re1ated to over-reliance
on rewards and punxshments in educational sett1ngs Revisions in reinforce~

nent fneory jtself suggest further reasons “for reconsidering current

!

°chau10na1 practice based primarily on traditional reinforcement theory.

-~
e

B

These theoretical revisions, discussed be]ow, have 1mportant 1mp11cat1ons .

*

for tre use of reinforcements in the classroom.

The Discovery of Cognitions S, ) v

-

’ [raditionally, reinfbrcement theory was‘rgbled-in a mechanistic , .
vise of behavior. Indivi dua]s percept1ons, be11efs, or other coyni~ -

tionz ~ere not cons1dered relevant. Behav1or waszexpla1ned entirely by

the individual's reinforcement history (i.e., by the1r h\story of rewards

and pun1shments) Thus, children's history of succ§ss (reward) and

failure (pun1shment) 5n school was believed to be the most impoﬁtént

determinant of achievement: behav19r. Children who had experienced a ,

i proportion of failure were likely_to give up more easily and exert

¥
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less :rfort in achievement -settings than children who had a higher pro-

A
3

cortior Of success experiehces.

‘ [ ~ecent decades, theorists have introduced <%arious cognitions

\
_into tr4d1t1ona1 reint orcement mode]s Cognitive theorists claim that

)ehav‘ﬂ' is determined by students' beliefs, not simply by whefher thty

3

~have bven rewarded or pun1shed in the pau pRotter, (1966) for exanple,

w?

9xpla1n. rhat it is not the reward 1ts~1f that increases the fr\quency
of behav1or but an 1nd1v1dua1 s be11efs about what brought aboui the ¢
reward. If individuals do not perce1ve rewards as cont1ngent on their

swn beravior they'wi11 not\expect the“behav1or to be followed by a

\

rewarc in the future. Consequent]y, the reward wildl not positively

1f a child knows that eve!yonp .

infjueace future behavior. © For example,

L

in the ciass received an ‘A on a particular ass1gnment, he or -she may

beljeve that the teacher gives A's indiscriminant]y, regard]e§s of the
"quality of the product or the amount of .effort exerted. The child may

not iry very hard on a s1m11ar assignment in the future hecause the -

reward (the A) is not be11eved to be cont1ngent on h]s or her oehav1or. \

Qotter'refers to the 1nd1v1dua1 s beliefs regardxng per%pna1 contyol

over ithe contingency of re1nforcement as "Jocus of contrnl.'™ Briefly,

a

"internal contro]" refers to an 1nd1v1duals helief that an svent or,

outcome is contingent on his' or her own behavior or on relativaly permanent

The belief- that an avent is

Q

pPIaUﬂal character1st1cs such™ as abi]ity.

causvd by factors beyond the 1nd1v1dua1 s rontro] (e.q., \ucx, task
\ .

difficulty, biased teacher) has been labeled "externa] control.”

- ——- -——3Rotter .argues that a gcnera11zed pelief system, developed out of

past 2xperience in similar cijtuations, influences an individual's hehavior:

Thus children who have repeatedly experienceg,jailure regardiess of "t
. . e

~

X i/ A - = 12
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amount of effort they have exerted may believe that succes

contmngent on effort even in situations in wh1ch effort would Tead to

/
SUC"”*‘.S

s is not

cuccess is not contingent «

A ch11d s generalized be11e., (i.e.,

0 the contrary in any specific

on effort) may overr1de .nfornat1on t

:si*uar1on. Early school experiences can therefore have long-term effe:ts

ren's deve p1ng be11ef systema

< on motivation by influencing young child

retical work has spzwned an extens ve emp|r1ca] litera-

dtter's theo
thh1r locus of control

turs linking students' academic achievement_with

\
(for reviews, see Lefcourt, 1976; Siipek & Weisz, 1981). -Clearly,

ent inf]uence achievement behavinr.

beliefs in the contingency of reinforcem
e that no matter how hard they try they wil

xert much effort. Children who

Chiluren who believ 1 never

get an acceptable grade are unlikely. to e

biased may likewise balieve that grades are not

perceive the teacher as

xert or the quality of the

contingent on the amount of effort they e

ently they may also stop trying.
liefs that rewards are contingent

L/DTOhULt and consequ

Rotter's distinction between the be

Ginternal) or not contingent (externa]) on the subject's characteristics

1ications, but practical class-

or behavior has important educational imp

room app]ication has required certain refinements. Consider the different

mp11cat1ons of perceiving ability versus effort as the cause of achieve-

Both are internal on Rotter's dimension, but children

d by-=.low ab11nty should

ment outcomes.

«who believe that their low grades are cause
n achievement settings from children who believe

beliave different]y i
ffort. The latter children

that their low grades result fron lack of e

) try to succeed in future achievement’ situations.

are nmuch more likely t

¢hildren who attribute poor performance to low ability are not 1ikely o

" axari, effort hecause lowv ability is genora]ly pelieved to limit the

effoectiveness of ef fort.

X1405/A
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iecently, attribution theorists have refined and elaborated upon
Rotte.'s concept of locus of-control. Weiner (297¢) clcims that effort
and ability attributions, both internal, and treated e&uiva]ent]j by .
Ro£¥;r have different behaviora{ imp]iéations because effort is under
the control of thg71nd1v1dua1 and ability is not. Ability is also
genera11y perce1ved~as a re]at1ve1y stab]e cause, whereas effort can

va\y from situation to situation. Thus Weiner distinguishes between

~ >

two kinds of internal causes of achievement outcomes, contro]]ab]e and

-

unstable causes 1ike effort and uncontroilable stable causes like ability.

The control and stability dimensions that Weiner added to Rotter's
original internal-external dimension allow much mdre refined hehavioral
predictiérs from beliefs about the caﬁsp of reinforcements.

fhe other major difference between Rotter's and Weiner's ana]&ses
of acLTevement-re]ated cognitions is that Rotter emphasizes generalized
heliefs that develop with experience in achievement settings. and are
assude to hold regardless of s1tuat1ona1 factors. Weiner, while admjtt—

ing that relatively stable individual differences in perceptions of the

cause of achievement outcomes may occur, emphasizes situational factors

£

. in su03ect 3 ati51butiona1 judgments. He ¢laims that individuals make

Judgmants about: the causas of achievement‘out;omes on the basis of

information in the current achievement situation. The difficulty of the

task, others' performance, and the subJect s ana1y51s of his or her own

’

rompetence at that part1cu1ar task all bear on this judgment. Past -

*

experience in simi]ar achievement contexts is velevant, but it is only

one of many factors tﬁat are considered. Weiner's view is somewhat more
optimistic since it suggests that we s-Juld be able to change children's
causal attributions, whatever their previous experiences in achievement

cont.c -ts, by manipulating current environmental variables.

X1ans/A e
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Beriefs about the causes of success and faiture as mediators of
achevement behavior have been studied by Dweck and h;r co]1ea§u¢s
{Dreck, 19763 Dweck & Bush, 1976; Dweck,. Davidson, Nelson & Enna, 1973;
Dweck & Gilliard, 1975; Dweck & Goetz, 1978; Dweck & Reppucci, 1973;
Niener & Dweck, 1978). They note that some children with a history of
ocor performance in sch061 persist and actively pursue alternative
<nlutions to a task when they encounter failure, while the performance
of others undergoes marked deterioration in pers1stence or qguaiity, .
ovidencing what they refer to as "learned. he]p]essness Why'dq c¢hileren
respond differeﬁt]y to tﬁé same failure experience? Consistent sith
Weiner's attributional analysis of achievemeﬁt behaviof, Dweck claims
that learned he]p]es%ness in achievgment sijtuations occuré when students
Leeceive failure to be independent of their behavior. This perception
of failure as insurmountable is associated with attributions'of fajlure
iuv stable and a*contro]]ab?é factors, such as lack of ability. Mhis
attribution results in ser1ous1y impaired performance. In contrast,
positive achievement behavior tends to be associated with attrlbutwons

of failure to variable factors which are in the child's controf, particu-

farly to lack of effort.

oweck and others have developed educational programs designed
specifically to alter children's causal atkribufﬁons for failure from
ability to effort (Andrews & Debus, 1978 Chapin & Dyck, 1976 Dweck,
975, Schunk, 1982). Eséentia11y§,these programs attempt to shift
children's analysis of task situations from, "I can't do this no matter

wow hard I try, I'm just not smart enough to learn jt," to "l can do it

if [ try because I knew I'm smart €nough.”

~10S/7A
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fhe resu1£s of Dvack's (1975) own intervention study previde compeli-
" ing =2vidence for the importance of beliefs in achievement-re]atod’bena\ior.
SLe selected a sanpie of children who exhibited helpless behavior in
response to failure and randomly assigned them to two treatment groups;
) =alf of the children received only success experiences, the other half
~ecaived attribution retraining. In the attribution retraining grouﬁ
fay luve experiences were explictly attributed by the axperimentzr Lo .
Insdffjcient effort. At the end of 25-dai1y sessions, both groups werea
ayain tested fér the effects of fail . on their éorfo%mance. ¥While @0
improvement was shcwn by the succes. ..« training group, all of the i
children in the attribution-rfetraining group showed greater persistence

following failure than they had before.the training program.

So far attr{butdon training programs have been applied exclusively
to 1ow-achieviﬁg children. .However, children performing at any level of
" achievement can develop learned helplessness. For some children a B+
means unmitigated failure. 1f these children believe that they lack the
aptitude to achieve an A, fhey may become as discouraged as othér children .
who do not make passing grades. Fear of a B on a test is as debilitating
for some children as is fear of an F for others. Beliefs about the t
cause of achievement outcome are therefore just as relevant to the i
optimnal achievement of high- as of low-ability cﬁi]dren.
' £ven ch}]dren identified as gifted are not immune from feelingévof
helplessness and the accompanying self-defeating achievemenf behaviors.
Indeed, gifted children may be especially vulnerable’because pagcnts.
usually proud of their child's special academic talents, often express

exceptionally high expectat1nns that the child feels incapable of ru]tnll

ing. Since performance below parents” expectations may be regarded by

o £1405/A
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“the child as £ailure, he or she might give up trying altogether. Gifted
children can also develop learned helplessness as a result of being
p]a\ed in a special class. A child wvho s accustomed to being the
h1ghest achjever in a regular class does not always adjust easily to
perforning at a comparatively lower level among other gifted children.
A lower standing in the gifted class can cause feelings of failure and a
belie® that no amount of effort will assure success (which thny define
as being "the best" in the c1ass) Thus, whatever the child's achIPVLnenL
Jevel, a belief that success cannot be achleved through effort will
usual.y result in helpless behaviors in academic settings.
The most important determinant of children's interpretation of the
cause of their successes and failures is their perceptioh of their own
corpetence, i.e., whether they belijeve that they possess the ﬁecessary

<

‘ ab111ty to obtaxn some form of desired reinforcement. A child who
belizves that hc or she lacks the basic ubxlxty will also believe that
no amount of effort will bring about a positive outcome. Bandura (1977)
refers to the self-perception of possessing the prerequisite ability for
effort to be effective as ngelf-efficacy." He and his co]]ed&ues have

deMonstréted the importance of self-efficacy. perceptions for adapt1ve

wehavior for clinical po"u1at10ns (especially phobics) as well as for
indyviduals in learning 51tuat1ons (Bandura, 1882).

confidence in one's ability to complete tasks bears on chi]dren's
strategies and attention while performing tasks, in add1t1on to the
amecunt of effort they exert. ISelf confidence is, for example, related
to a distinction Nicholls (1979, in .press) makes between a "task-or*ent
tion" and an nego-orit ntation." when Lask oriented, the individual's

atiention is focused on the process of completing a task; when ego-oriented,

13
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attention is focused on the self and especié]]y sn external evaluations
of the self.

fhe practic-! implications of this distinction are illustrated in a
study by Peterson &_Swing (1982). They observed children participating
%n a lesson on probability and 1a£er interviewed them individually. One
of the students, Melissa, looked like sh; was paying good attention
througiiout the lesson. However when subsequently asked what she was

o -

thinking about during the 1esson, she commented that her first thought

waz: "...since I was just beginning, I was nervous, and I thouyght waybe

{ wouidn't know how to do things...I was thinking that\¥5r1> would

,DTOOJb]y have the easiest time because she was in the top math group"

(p. 486). After a later lesson segment,.she responded: "Well, I was
mostly thinking...I was making a fool of myse]f" (p 486). \\P1ﬂar|y,
Melissa's attention was on herself aﬁq not on 1earn1ng about probability.

n contrast, task-oriented Jani responded to the same guestion by describ-

ing in some detaii the strategies she used to solve the problems.

A final cogn1t1ve factor that has been given little cons1de|a*fcn
in trad1t1ona1 reinforcement theory concerns the degre4 to which children
respond to difverent k1nds of reinforcers found 1n achievement settings.’
Rotter notes that a child's expectation that a given behavior will bring
1 given reinforcer only increases the probability of the occurence of
rhit behavior if the child values or desires the particular reinforcer.
Students who do not value high grades., for example, may not study for a

Lest, even though they believe that the high grade is contingent upon

”

~tudying.

values explain, to some degree, age dlfrerences in the effectiveness

of uinforcars. ¥hen children first enter school, they are most ro 5p0nblV°

”
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‘between a teacher's and a parent's role. Adult evaluation may a]so

* children learn that teacher approval is linked to their obgegt\ve ééademic?

" intended effect of 1ncveas1ng certain achievement-related behaviors--at

~ settings. Rather, cobnitions. beliefs and values determine behavior.

14

tc verbal praise (see Stipek in press a). The importance of teacher

approval is probably related to the young child's lack of d1scr1n1naL1on

o

-

éarry greater weight with younger children because they, unlike older

éhildren, apparently attribute full evaluative and moral authority to \\\\
adults (Koh]berg, 1969). Their teacher's appfova] is apparently more

important to thCm than are actual acadamic performance outcowes As
performance, "gold stars, tést scores, grades and other symbols of thei;
pE}formance become more highlv valued. As pointed out earlier, when

children enter adolescence, reinforcement related to academic performance

may decline in value while reinforcement related to popularity or athletic

¥

prowess increases.

In summary, two major changes in traditional assumption% about how
1o motivate children to benefit optimally from schooling have occurred
in recent decades. First, eviaence has mounted suggesting if used con-

t1nuous]y, rewards and pun1shment can actually have the opposite of the

Jeast in the long run. Long-term negative evfects of reliance on external
~

reinforcements can occur because children become dependent on them and
are consequently not motivated to engage in appropriate achievement-related
activities when external reinforcement is absent. Second, it is not the

reinforcement per se that influences children's behavior in achievement

It is the child's intorpretztion of the situation, not the objective

facts, that determ}ne his or her response.
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These modifications in traditional reinforcement theory suggest
rhai rewards and punishments should be u;ed sparing]j‘in the classroom,
aith&ugh they shoyld not (indeed, could not) Le eliminated altogether.
This is troublesome for most educators who have relied almost exclusively
on external reinforcement to contéo] children's ach#gvement behavior.
Fortunately, there are alternative strategies available for maintaining
chiidren's enthusiasm for academic tasks. We examine next proposals fer
an "intrinsic" motivational system (as opposed to one that is based on
external rewards’ and punishments) thgt many motivationa]ltheorists
currently believe Js relevant to achievement behavior in the classroom.

.

Later, we will consider principles for the effective use of external

reinforcement, when it is necessary.

e IntrinSic Motivation - .

-
&

In 1959 White published a nOW“C]a551C paper cha]]enging the notion

’

that external reinforcement is necessary for learning*to\gggur. He

——

‘ presents evidence suggesting that a phylogenetic characteristic of the — _

%

c.«‘f' N
human species is an intrinsi. nneed" to feel competent, and that such

behaviors as exp]oration, curigsity, and mastery attempts are best

.
‘\

axplained by this innate motivationai force. Successful mastery of

learning activities are naturaiiy reinforcing because they result in

‘eelings of competence. This motive is activated in any situation which
. provides dpportunities for developing new competencies, and is therefore

particularly relevant to formal educational settingsf

wggte s defense of an intrinsic competence motive rests partly on
its gvoiutionary adaptive value, since it impels the organism to deai’
more effecé?cziy with the environment.. Piaget (1952) also makes an ,

avoluticnary argument for his similar claim that humans are ndaturally

X14D5/A
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iaclined to practice newly developing competencies ("schemes” in his own

rerainelogy). Other theorists have extended in various directions
wWhita's and Piaget's basic notions regarding intrinsic competence motivation
(D¢ i, 1y75; Harter; 1978, 1981; Hunt 1963, 1965, 1971).

All.cf these theorists stress that external rewards are unnecessary

fo. mastery or learning behavior to occur. Indeed, it is these motivation
argue that external reirforcement can have a negative

1979; Condry,

theoiists who

soeact on behavior in achievement situaticns (see Bates,

8T Ogci, 1975, Notz, 1975). Supplying students with extrinsic incentives

‘alleled outside

i, claimed to be an artificial procedure that is not pa
5f ihe classroom and may ultimately undermine the inherent human motive
te tearn for the sake of learning. g

rhis "undermining” effect of a reward is illustrated by an anecdote

4bout an old man who was bothered by the noisy play of boys in the

neirhborhood (from Casady, 1975). The old man called the boys together

ind told them he was deaf and asked them to/g;out 1suder so he could

enjoy their fun. In return he would pay each oszhem a quarter. The

boys were de11ghted and on the first day the old man was provided with 2

u>nf‘derab1e amount of noise for his money. On the ,eccnd day, he told

the bnys that he could only afford to pay twenty cents. The pay rate

iwinUIpd day by day and eventually the boys became ahgry and told the

)1' aman that they certainly weren 't going to make noise for nothing!

Emphasis in the classroom on externﬂl rewards is believed to have

nderm1n1ng effect on ch11dren s 1ntr1ns1n desire to engage in

An external reward offered for engaging ‘in a task that

taarning task
js believed Lo

» :mid might have™peen intrinsically motivated to do

“y1ft the child's attention from the or1g|nal intiinsic motive to the

v
S
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estrinsic reward. When the reward is rcmoved, the ¢hild will no longer
enyaz? in the activity. Recent research indicates, for example, that if
a rhiid who likes to draw is offered a reward for drawing, he or she i3
tess likely to seek opportunities to drav after the reward is withdrawn
£har if no reward had been offered (e.g., Beggiano & Ruble, 1979; Lepper &
Greene, 1975; Lepper, Greene & Nisbett, 1973; McLoyd, 1979; Staw, 1976).
lntrinsicéﬁly motivated achievemen® pehavior is considered more
dosicable than exté?nal]y motivated achievement behavior orimarily
tecause external reinforcements are not always available. A child who
becomes dependent on rewards for engaging in achjevement behaviors will
face poorly in educational environments which do not provide constant
axternal reinforcemerts.
Individuais are alse believed to experience greater ple&sure while
20 1 ?h intrinsicaily, ee Zombared to extrinsica]]y,Tmotivated tasks.
DeCharms, Deci, and other achjevement—motivat1on theorists‘c1aim that ,
humans have a natural need to feel se]f-determining, to believe that
they are engag1ng in activities by their own volition rather than to
achieve some external feward or to avoid pun1shment (deCharms, 1976
deCharms & Muir, 1978, Deci, 1975). S;nce extrinsic reinforcement tends
to focus individuei‘svattention on the external reasonsgfor engaging in
4 pehavior rather than on personal volition,, it reduces the individual's
pleasure in engaging in a task.
Intr1ns1c mot1vat1on is not entirely an inherent characteristic of
the task. Rather, the degree to which a task will appeal to an individual's
intrinsic motivationa1 drive is partly dependent on the contaxt in which

A\
‘t. is ancountered. Providing extrinsic rewards and eliminating personal

rice, for example, can 1ender undesmrable a tas k that. without these

o

coastraints, might have been cons1dornd fun .

£1405/A
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[nscrinsic-motivation is just as va]ng]e in work settings as in
edJc4tiona1 Eontexts. In any context individuals worg harder and eﬁjoy
their work more if there is some choice involved and the work satisfies
their need to develop conpetenc1es Unforthnate]&, many. jobs are unlikely
to at1sfy this need and will consequently be done only for some extrinsic
reward. usually a wade. What we would hope is that individuals who f1nd
shomceives in jobs “that cannot s3tisfy their intrinsic need to develop
compatencies will seek oﬁpdrtunities for “learning outgide of work.

Note, however, that emphasizing instrinsic motivation in school does not
vy lude working for ext;;asic rewards later on. It is, in'fact, much

- i |
* edsier to shift indivi@ua]s from an intrinsic to an extrinsic orientaticn
than in the reverse direction.

4 }though many joﬁs provide 11tt1e opportunity for individuals to
deveiop new competencies or to feel some amount of self- dcterm1nat1on in
their work, most tasks in schoo] can be prosented in a way that would,
to souie deqree, appea] to students’ intrinsic motivational system. ‘Ne
turh now to.a discussion of the kind of schoo) environment that will
maintain chiqdren's intrinsic motivation and contribute to the other
positive motivational characteristics discussed above.

The Educational Context

{he preceding theoretical discussion suggests three sets of motivational

characteristics that contribute to optimal achievement and therefore

&

should oe fostered in school. First, positive achievement-related

&

cognitions that result in adaptive learning behav1ors and maximum effort

need to be fatilitated by the educational env1ronment. Ch11dren should,

ompetencies and the belief that they

il

waintain a positive view of’their c

nosse-< the necessary ability to master schonl-related material.” As a

A1 A
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cons., uence, they sheuld maintain high expectations te succeed at academic
tasks ~nd when they fail, they ,hqfld not attribute the failure to lack
of abii 1ty Second, edu;at1onéi %nv1xonw=nt; need to gaintain childrgn's
intrinsic mot1va~1on to 1earn for the sake of learning so that they will
Contina to learn outside of school or in higher sducation institutio;s
whers extrinsic reinfﬁrcements'are g{ther unavailable or delaycd. Tasks
that ce~not be presented in a wayltht appeals to students' intrinsic ‘
« ompetance motive°shoufd at least be yiewed by them as instrumental to
meaningful personal goals. Th;rd, the educational environment should
encourage 1ndependent se]f -directed learning strategies that will
bengfif children in and out of structured educational contexts.

We will cons1der first the, effect of curvent educational practice

on these dimensions re]ated to children's ‘motivation to learn. Then,

suggestions will be made for creating educational environments that

should better achieve our aims. ° . .
THe Status Quo . ’
It is jronic that before children enter scheol, they posséss the .

kind of motivational qharacter1st1cs that we desire to wcreate” in

formal educational envicrnments. They have positive perceptions of
&

their competence and high expectations for success (see Stipek, in

press H; WEISZ & Stipek, in press) Because success and failure are

generally attr1butpd to effort, young rhx]dren are less susceptible to

learn:d helplessness than -are older Lh\ldren (Rholes, Blackwell, Jordon, &

Waltors, 1980). Horeover, their task behavior is rarely debijlitated by

anxfety ‘about the quality of product, or about externa] approval. The

1o:r“|nq activities that preschool- aged ch11dren spontaneous]y engage in

ara tlgo primarily intrinsically motivating. For most younq children

X140%,A




@

‘and other symbols of achievement.*

20

adult praise for their learning efggrts js pleasing, but super%]uous as
far°a§ aotivation to engage in the aclivity [is concerned. Finally,
young children's learning is, for the mdst pa}t, self directed; a&u?ts
tend to serve morc as resources than as 1nscructors’

schooling gen~*a11y affects negat1ve1y these wmotivational character1

tic with which children enter school. In school, chi]dren's achievement

atfori- are evaluated and compared to the efforts of their classmates. -

* Because success 1S usually based on 2 comparative ctandard, some children

necessari]y experiénce failure. Partly as a consequence of the evaluative:

aéper~= of the formal euucat1ona1 setting, children's perceptipns of

- theq; uompetence and their expectations for success decline on the

. averaqp over the elementary: school grades {see Stipek, in press ay in

press b). From about the th1rd or fourth grade on, an increasing number
“of ch-ldren beg1n to believe that no amount ot effort will lead to ‘
success and they begin to evidance learned he]p]esqness Anxiety about.
external eva]uatibh aiso increases over the early school years as- self-
confidence declines and as children become soéia}ized to-value grades
Intrinsic motivation also wanes over the early e]gmentary gﬁédes.
Pewaxds (happy faces, stars, etc.) are made contingent on many activities
that Jhildren previously found intrinsically satisfying. Consequently,
childrén's attention turns away from th%:1ntr1nsic motive (i.e., to feel
competent) toward the more sa]ient ex@rinsic motive (e.g., to get a_sta:
on.-a paper)s Most formal educat1ona1 environments seem to spifE children
as quickly as possible from an intrinsic motivational system to an
ext: insic system which is more underithe control of the teacher. Tra-

ditional schooling rhus, ceems to inhibit rather than capitalize on

-

X140 /A
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chiljﬂh.'s intrinsic motivational systen, and in othgg\tgys to d1m1n1sh

rathe - than enhance ch11d1en 5 enthus1asn tc learn. The apparént 1nao111ty

and lcarning that seems to be: 1ntr1n51c to most ‘children when they enter

schooi has been lamented by many educat1ona1 philosaophers (e g , Bruner,

>

1966: Dewey, 1900; Goodman, 1962).

k]

inally, in school children are civen much less choice in the -
learning activities they engage in than they were given 1n'preséhool and

in kindergarten. Choice increases somewhat in sec0ndary schools, but

- the-level of independénce in learning children enjoy befor

.
24

they enter

+

school is never equa]]ed in formal educational set: 1qgs

Compar1son withvd

=

siher children are to some “degree unavoidable when chi]dren are educated

In many respects, these changes are necessary.

in groups, and these comparisons will inevitably result in Yowered i

*

se]t-conf1dence for some children. Intrinsic motivation also cannet be ¢

relied upon for many school tasks. Some learning goass will surely seem

irrelevant to children who do not understand the conpetenc1es required
fox example, thaL

in a modern techno]ogica] soéiety. Teachers may find,

.uh11dren s intrinsic motivational system simp1y does not.dpply to learning
the myltiplication tables; “yet he or she: .wi1l probably pelieve that this

<onpétency is critical for adult funci1on1ng The high ievel of inde-

opeiiuznce that young children have in 1earn1ng situations before school

also cannot be sustained*in school. Childrefi are very unlikely to

“choose" to engage in many of the academic tasks cr1t1ral to the educa-

tior1] curriculum. Notwithstanding these 11m1tat1ons, however, most

educationalﬁenvironments could be improved in ways that would positively

vie turn now to Qgcommendatiun%

affect children's motivation to learn.
fur  uch improvenents.

QAlis/A > - = ' : X
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tiaintaining Positive Achievement-Relalad Coenitions.

’ . ” q - . k3 - . "
gvaluation based on class norms contributes significantly to ma

cinldren's negative achievement-related cognitions. in the individual

competitive model that characterizes most classrooms rewards are allocaled

amony individua]s-acéording to their relative performance. Competition

amung individuals of equal ability can be effective in optimizing effort
¥ z

hnraurn success i§‘1arge]y acfunction of effort. However, in nore
tgpica1 classrooms + mposed of competing individuals of unequal abilities, “e

the outcome is detersined on]y in part by abx]lty, increments in affort

¢ by any competifor do not necessarx]y increase his or her probability of -

success. Accordingly, a competitive moda1 could 1nh1b1t high effort in

high-ability students because they can sycceed withcut great effort when

they are combeting against students of lower ability. For th2 1owerL

ability students, competition can have devastating effects on their

achievement behavior. In educational contexts in which success and

failure are definad normatively, many chf]dren‘fiﬁﬁ themselves in a

situation in which:no amount ‘of effort will ever lead to success.

Inevitably these children lose their sen%f
d when they do fail, they natura]]y atteibute

of efficacy,;begin to expect

relatively pdor performance an

"fhnt failure to their poor abx]xty " gince effort does not 1ead to

311,3085 they begin to: fee] helpless and often give up trying altogether.
. This nurtraxi applies to chl]dren who fare poorly when compared to peers

in their present classroom, even if in other c]assrooms they might be

For most ch1ldren the standard by which they’

1i the top of their class.

measuve themselves is based on the gh11dren in their own ¢lassroom.

© How mlght the 1nev1tab1e failure and accompany1ng negative achieve~

Success must be viewed in tegrms of «

meet, related cogn1t1ons be avo1ded°
P
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axceeding one's own standard vather than surpassing the performance of
others. Children should pe graded‘;ccording te nhow their performanuz
compares to their previous performance or to standards set for them,
rather then according to how their perforrance compares to others’
pérformance. Learning can then be a cooperatxve rather than a ccmpetitive '
/enture./ ) ‘

3oth high- and low=ability students can benefit from this kind of @,
nxst »ry as opposed to a competitive evaluation.system. Low-abi1ity
students benefit from a mastery orientation because auccess is attainable
and'effort should always have some pay-off High-ability students
alﬁays have a higher standard of excellence to aspire to, sxnce the
objective is to surpass one's own pravious level of performance. This
"s in contrast to a competxtxve reward system in which all high-ability
students have to do to ‘succeed is _outperform their peers to succeed.
For some children, outperformlng classmates 1is accomplished with 11tt1e
effort‘and since they are not rewarded for achieving at still higher
1eve1s, they "take it easy.' Many of the nlgh-abi1ity students I have
interviewed have proudly informed me lhat they can fxnxsh their~work'in
hali the time it takes their classmates to comp]ete aSSlgnnean. The
~emaining time is often wasted. In a Rastgry-based program, these
students would be encoqraged to move on to the next level of an acadzmic
tas'. ‘ .

This is not to say that every minute of tte schoo1 day should be

spent engaged in academic tasks. To the contrary, nontask time spent

socializing with peers and in play activities can be‘valuable for children,
254 rldlly in the.early gradts However, in some classrooms, high-abilily

<t tdren spend most of their time waiting for their classmates to complate
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tasks. A morve indiv%dua]ized evaluation system can €liminate.unnecessary
and undesirable waiting time. C

A wastery-based evaluation system is ofterassociated with indi-
vidualized instructional techniques, but it does not preclude either
direct instruct{on or instruction to small groups. Teachers can provide
direct instruction to a small group of students who have reached the
same ‘evel of ma:tery and are ready to be exposed to new concepts.

However, the groups should be loosely fcrmed with the potpnt1a1 of

changing composition every day.

Educational programs based on a mastery rather than a~nofmative
model have been tried, and in many cases these programs have resulted in
a relatively high level of effort and achieve@ent (see Block & Burns,
1976; Bloom, 1376; Good & Stipek in press; Slavin 1977, 1980) Yet
mastery-ba;;d programs. have not b:en imp]emented on a broad scale in the
United States. Perhaps this ;s because a competitive classroom no@el is
consistent with the 1arger economic and politicail contexi of American -
schools and a noncompetitive model runé counter to other socializing
influences. .

Children themselves have been known Lo sabotage teachers' efforts =,

to emphasize personal rather than normat1ve standards. In 1nd1V\dua1|zod

pfogvams in which students are supposed to be working at their own pace
and focising on developing competencies rather than outperforming class-
mates, some children introduce normative evaluation by informally creating
a "race to the end of the curriculum." While the teacher reinforces

cach child for his of her personal gains, childréﬁ sometimes focus their
attestion on their relative positions in tﬁé steps toward finishing the

entire: ¢urriculum (Levine, in press). $ince most children have had

X14Qa/A
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grp rivace in ccmpetitive classrooms pefore they are exposed to a mastery~

basen )iogram and they have been exposed to competitive situations -
outsive of school, their tendency to compare their performance to class-
matne -nay be the product of soc1a117at10n whether because humans are
naturally endoved thh a need for soc1a1 comparative jinformation, or

&

becau-e social corparison anc competition are socialized in American
. . .

:hiliren, students’ inclination.to seek normative infprma;ion about

their performance cihsesisode difficu]tjes for teachers attempting %o

‘eméhasize mastery. .

One might argte that it is not advisable to try to minimize social

comparison in the classroom because children will have to function in a =

competitive environment as adults. My own view is that the benefits of
compretition in our society are *seriously overratad, that cooperaticn is
nor 1ikely te further most individuals’ aspirations than is competitive-

GEb Moreover, cooperative, noncom0°t1t1ve learning environments; in

a

a1l children are pushed to higher levels of excellence, in whieh

failure, and in which all children have an opportunity to succeed by
re likegy to enhance the ach1evement of children at all ability

,/'

i rhl]dren" successes do not necessarily mean other children’ s
effp:t,

ks,

\ Vhan the teacher does ‘introduce corpetition into the classroom, 2an

’

UI

’

é?‘ \ .
°ftirt shou]d be made to avoid the serious negatlve achievement- -related

o0, 1t10ns that could occur. Covxﬁgton and Beery (1976) proyide an

extallent examp]e of a conpetltlve academlc game that protects against

v

e possyb]e negative effects. In a spelliny bee involving two teams,

oo .
.4 child-lis given tpe choice of a difficult, medium, or easy word.

!.'M‘ ‘

1
fhr kumber of points thz child's team receives dopends on the difficuity

i | > »

LY
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he word the child chooses. The words in the three difficulty

ach child's own spe]ling,abi]ity.

laval of %
categories are determined by e . Conse-
quent.ly, all children have an equal chance of contributing points to

chers have developed meny ~imilar strategies

hildren differing

their team. Educational resear

for tear competition in which teams are comprised of ¢

in ability level so that all teams have an equaf chance of winning.

(Ar-onson, Stephan, Sikes, Blaney & Snapp, 1978; Devries & Slavin, 1978;

Sharan, 1980).
There are other ways of maintaining positive achievement-related
cognitions that are compatible With a de-emphasis on normative standards.

has been found to

The structure of cTassroom jnstruction, for example,

affect children's beliafs about their competence (see, for example,

8IUﬂPn.e1d Pintrick, Meece & Wessels, 1982; Bossert, 1979 Rosenholtz &

Rosenhaltz, 1981; Rosenholtz & Wilson, 1980). C]aésroom structures that

unities for performance compar1sons hdve been associated

maximize opport

with negative achievement-re]ated cognitions. vhole-class recitations -

or queshion—answer*ﬁeriods need to be done cautiously because wrong -
v
answers automatically become public-and comparable. Giving the same

11 childrer at the same time alsd. facilitates comparisons.

assignments to a
nd salient, can have negative effe

Ability grouping, if it is stadle a cts
n's achievement-related cognitions.

é .
icture in which children's tasks vary

on some childre In ‘contrast, a

highly individualized classroom stry
0and their interactions with the teacher are either private or in small,

. chanqeable graups, minimizes the publicness of performance and evaluative

fee:dback. , -

Note, however, tiat while some classroom structures facilitate
. comyarisons move Lhan others, the .teacher.is probably a more important

,
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Evrors’shOuld ée appr;ached as a hatural paft of learning. Indeed,
tﬂ;re i5 good reason why assighicents done wiéhout errors should be cause
for c;ncern. If no errors are made the task obvious]y.required no
learning. Children who continua]]y'turn in papers with no mistakes are’
cleariy not being given challenging assignments that push them to the
leve?s’of excellence that they are able to achieve. Thus, treating‘
syrrors as something to be avoided impacts neqétive]y on the relatively
poor-achieving student who is continually hum111ated by eprrors and it is
harmful to the h1gh-ach.eVnng student who becomes more notivated to

complete assignment.s with no errors than to engage in activities that

challehge his or her current level of competence. 0f course, this

* principle applies only tc performance that reflects the student s true

ability level, i.e , his or her best effort Errors resulting from low
9ffor+ or s]opp1nes= are not to be regarded favorably. Tt is often
difficilt to distinguish errors resu1t1ng from low effort versus lack of
mastery. Teachers must nevertheléss be good diagnosticians to enab]r
them to make this dist1nct1ons as well as-possible. )

fhoughtful teachers have developed many ciever methods to avo1d the
negative effocts of- incorrect respcnses. One teacher 1 [interviewed
develoned the simple but ingenious method of marking incorrect responses

on wr‘?ton assignments with a dot. Students cont.inuad. to ‘work on aseign-

ments unt11 all answers were correct. Dots could easily be changed into

chect marks indicating correctness, without leaving any Pv1dence of Lhe

the original error. Thus, when a student had conp\etod a workbook, for

example, only checks, indicating total mastery, were evident. By using

4 symbol for incorrec*ness that cou]d be easily changed into Lhe sysiol

for correctness, errors vere treated as a natural step in mastering uaW

+

nate:ial.
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raphasis on a Nairow band of academic tasks, will also almost
inevitably cause some children to belicve that attempts to try for a
valued positive outcume will never be rewarded. Giving children who
fare pooriy in traditiona1 academic tasks opportunities to publically
ercei in other act1v1t1es, however, might sustain a sense of personal
eFf1CRLy and self worth and the belief that effort does pay off. In-
nust classrcoms the teacher creates an environment in which academic

excellence, narrowly defined, is clearly more highly valued than other

kinds of achievements.’MJsica], artistic, and athletic talent could be >,

resnonded to justzas‘enthusiastita]]y, even if given léss instructional
time It is the teacher:s task to find the strengths and talents of
sach thild and to provide opportunities for every chi1a,to express thase
ralents.

fn summary I have proposed as strategies for maintaining a sense of

k!

self worth in children: 1) evaluating on a mastery rather then 2 nornative

stendard; 2) m1n1m1z1ng salient public evidence of individual ch11dran s
performance; 3) considering, errors as a normal aspect of mastering nhew
skills, and 4) providing opportun1t1es for all ch11dren to demonstrate
coruntence in an act1v1ty that is publically valued by the teacher. All
ot “hese teaching strategies should he]p maintain pos1t1ve achievement-
reiited cognitions, including self-efficacy ("I can do it or 1gqrn it if
[ tiy"), high expectations for success, and if nfailure" occurs (which
it should paturally) an assumbtion that continued effort will correct
the failure. These cognitfons are certainly more likely to result in
hint 2ffort and continued interest in learning than will feelings of"
inc~apatence or a perception that no amount of effort will ever lead to

TLEALTSY
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AN
4 3ussible objection to this general gczl is that universally h{Qn
per-eptions of competence among children may result in unrealistic \\\\
-expectations and asp1rat1ons in tha "real worid.""Maintaining high
expectatrons for success within a ‘particular academic context does not
pneclude realistic perceptions of an appropriate educational program or
rpa‘ stic occupat1onal aspirations. Any norinally intel]igent child with
sdequate teaching can master the elementary school curricq]um and when
chiliren ceach junior high or high sch001 where fhere is some choice in
subjects and level of difficulty, students can ‘be counse]ed to take t
courses appropr1ate for the1} aptitude and interests.
7o be sure, long-range educat1ona1/and occupational aspirations
| p10>enL a difficult dilemma because as long as some occupat1ons are more
highly valued in soc1e»v than others, many individuals will porce1ve
hjghly valued professions 3s unattainable. Realistic aspirations should
bf éncpuraged'since not all youths can become doctors, 1awyers. or
school district superintendents. But all students should believe that

<
they can master the educational curriculum in which they are placed. If

they cannot, they are inappropriately placed.

Maintaining Intrinsic Motivation

’

Many of the tasks required in schoo1 seem less 1nt\1nslca]1y reinforc~
'nq ihan the tasks children engdqe 1n spontaneous]y in early rh]]dﬁood
Thus it is not realistic to exnect to rely solely on 2an \nfr1ns1c motiva:
tional syste% in school. Well-informed teachers can neveﬁzheless capitatize
more on children's intrinsic motivational system and minimize the negative

-

lonj -term effects of extrinsic reinforcement.

‘here are, for e;ample, more and less attract\ve waya to present

tas- and the creative teacher who designs 1earn1ng,tuaks that are a's

X14US/A - 3:
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*

appealing to children will need extrinsic reinforcers 1ass than the
teacher who presents tasks in their dullest, Jeast attractive form. -
A less obvious principie of task selection concerns challenge.
P1aget amphasized in his writings on cognitive development that cﬁi]drén

are natura11y41nc11ned to pract1ce newly eveTog1ng skills and they
) exper1ence the greatest amounit of pleasure in accomplishing cha11eng1ng
tasks. 0pt1ma1 pleasure der1ved from challenging tasks has been empirically

Jemonstrated by Harter (19743 Thus, once a sk111 has beeh fully masterad,

3

jt is no longer intrinsically mot1vat1ng Cons1der as an excmple the

toddler who repeatedly (and sometimes 1rr1tét1ng1v)/engages in some new

~

activity that seems to serve no useful purpose “(e. g; s ty1ng and unty\ng
shces: opening and closing doors). The skill is eventually mastered and

suddenly the activity that seemed SO enjoyatle is no longer intrinsically

r

motivating. "

This same principle app11es to 1earn1ng activities in the classrooan.

<

Tasks that are far beyond the child's current sk111 1eve1 or that exercise

¥

fully mastered skills are not likely to evoke intr1ns1c motivation. The

latier situation is common in American schools. My own observations of

« classrooms indicate tha{\iigh—achieving chi]dren's'intrihsic motivation

systams are rarely activa ed bascause the academic program is not suffi-

'

cieni iy individua]ized to proyide them with challenging tasks. Re]ativg)y/

high Derformers succeed in ne:rﬁy all required academ1c tasks and 2pé/gr
two erroré are often viewed with ;bm\ d1sapprova1 Since taskg/that .
studentséran complete y1th no errors &annot be challenging onough to be
intrinsica11y motivating, the students turn their attention to external
r°.rfarccmen*s as an incentive. Thus, tht\\ 6% at the top of the paper.

~ puslic display on the bulletin board, or the LeQFher's coptinued high

1

) '
et 2 becone the primary motivators. \\ ’ . e
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The long-term efrects of this crientation can be seen in students

~ . 7
wiic, arc more concerned about the teacher's evaluaticn of their work than

about developing academic competencies and who are humiliated by any

grade lower than an A. The high-aptitude student has perhaps the most

to lose from an educational environment that provides tasks which usually

result in errorless papers and high grades rather than tasks -which
challenge their competencies. By directing h1gh~ach1evnng <tudents

this practice engenders a cautious ‘approach

.

atiention to externa] rewards,

to learni g/51tuatlons when these individuals are given some choice in

{c tasks, they often select the ass1gnment or the cournse that’

sures them of a good grade rather than learning. This ds unfortunate

for the studert-who could benefit from greater academic challenge. It . v

is undoubtedly an explanation for many highly competenéeindividua1s'

(especially among females') avoidance of science and math (see*Parsons,

AdTer, Kacze?a 1882; Parsons, Kaczala, & Meece, 1982). -

In add1t1on to:being challenging, tasks. need to be prPsented with

an emphasis on deve]oping_competenc1es rather than on external evaluation.

Maehr and his colleagues have found in their research that children are

mcst inclined to pursue'académic activities outside of school that are

prasented to them in a classroom atmosphere which de-emphasizes extarnal

evalnation. Children are less interested in continuing activities

associated with external evaluation in a c]assroom context (Maehr, 1976;

Machr & Stallings, 1972; salili, Maehr, Sorensen, & Fyans, 1976). Maehr
[

arques that the emphasis on external evaluation undermines children's

sense of autonomy and control in learning situations, and consequently
)

their intrinsic motivation.

Q ' .
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// Maekr's analysis may explain why so few junior high school students | s

a;“xoath their algebra homework with the same 1ntens1ty dnd zeal that

they approach such cognitively demand%ﬁﬁ activities as dungeons and

dragons or computer games. Dungeons and dragons apd computer games are
$

e : not necessarily more interesting than algebra. The more important

difference between these inte]]ectuel activities is the context in which

they are encountered. An exhilerating feeling of satisfaction can

accompany solving a difficult math problem. But such accomplishments

y occur in a context in which external evaluation is highly salient

e detracts from ‘the enjoyment that

usuall

and anxiety about potential failur

mastery itself can produce. A]gebrd may never be done -as enthusiastically

as dungeons and dragons or computer games, but it could be much ﬂess
. - ’ t

jve if external evaluation was. less salient.

e not intrinsically appealing under any

s oppress

But what about tasks that ar

circumstances? HMany academic tasks will seem useless and irrelevant to

children, and consquently they will not provide them with the feeltng of

tence that is necessary for intrinsic motivation to be activated,

compete
ating’chi]dren to eng;ge in such tasks

|
|

Alternative strategies for motiv

must be sought.

) Ed
In some cases, intrinsic motivation can be activated by linking the

immediate task to the student's 1onq range goals or” to another activity

Lhat ic more appealing. For elementary-school-aged children these

goals need to be in close view, as delayed reinforcements

long-range

have m1n1ma1 offects on young children's behavior. Not until high
v

scheol are students 1ikely to be motivated to engage in activities that
e linked to occupational aspirat1ons. At all ages, the immediate task

related to the long-range goal. Teachers

needs %o be instrumentally

[ ©
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shouid avoid making reinforcers (e. gf, gaing_out;ide to‘play) arbitrarily
contingent on completing . an academac taSL Reinforcement used this way‘

is hkely to underm1ne whatever intrinsic interest the child has in the
task. 8eg1nn1ng wo*k on,an appealing project might be made contingent

on mastering a-particular skill that is necessary for successfully
comp]eting the project. Thus, for eiamp]e, building a mode] city to

scale might be made contingent on mastering certain mathe@atica1 principles.

fhis kind of -contingent reinforcement should enhance the value of the

immediate skill to be mastered. .

&

There are certainly many s1tuat1ons in which some external rein-
forcement seems necessary. If externa]o;;1nforcement is used sparingly,
and if certain principles are followed, the 1qng—t§rm negative effects
can be minimized. For example, if the information-value of a reward is
emphasized, the reward is less 1likely to undermine intri;sic mgtivation
“than if the rgward 1tse1f is emphas1zea (Dec1, Nezlek, & Sheinnan,
1981)t Thus an A caﬁ,pe given to provide the ‘student with feedback
about his or her skill attainment, but it should not be viewed as something
_that is va]uab]é in itself. The teacher is bettér advised to say to a
chi]ﬁ "You have had A's on your last three arithn@tic pagers; Iuéuess
you have mastered these concepts and are ueady to go on Lo some new

corsepts," rather than “Congratulations, you rece1ved the only A tn the

- &

§ld'5
G«atu1tous, noncontingent rewards are also not advisable. I

.reinforcement is not made cont1nqent on $ome performance standard, it

proyides no information. Indeed, achievement motivation theorists have .

weoondly drgued that oratuitous praise can actually cause students Lo

e v Lheir s:1f-perceptions of ability. Praise for poor performanc.e is

140S/A
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interpreted by the student as evidence of the teacher's low expec%ations
far his or her performance. G]oba] positive rqactions should also be -
avoided. .gather, rewards shcu]d be contingent on spec1f1c, c]ear]y
defined, -accomp1fshmcnts. If. external re1nforcement is used accord1ng
‘o these recommendations it shou]d not underm1ne children's intrinsic -
motivation to 1earnvfor the sake of learning. (See Brophy, 1981’ for

further recommﬂndat1ons -on the effect1:e use of \ewards.)

Maintaining Independent Se]f—D1rected Learn1_g

T

Autonomous learners must trust the1r own eva]uation:éné ;biﬂity to
d{agndse problems when 1earningvnew skills. Covington and Beery (192?)
suggest many methods for helping ch11dren develop skills in*sePf'evaJUa-
t}on Providing models to which ch1;aren ‘can compare their own work is’
one such s1mple techn1que Encourag1ng children to be se]f critical and

. to trust their own judgment are other strateg-es that can be used

< N -
. >

effectively. ‘
Realistic personal goal setting is also necessar§ for autonomous
learning. The ability to set reé]istic éoa]s is critical for the co]Tegc
‘studen*. who typ1ca11y receives 11tt1e day-to-day gu1dance in orgap1z1“g
the work 1oa¢. Clearly an educatxona] program in wh1ch the teacher )
tells students what to do, when to do it and how 1ong it should take
will nof anﬁhnqg students' ability to sel realistic goals, although &
considerable amoﬁﬁt of teacher direction may he required in the‘firBt

few years of elementary school. Alternative podeds to this more Comion

situalion have been deVQJOped (see, for exanple, Frank, 1980 Homme,

14

1970; ainy, 1965; Richter & Tjosvold, 1980; Thomas, 1980; Wang & Stiles,®

1976)  Some models encourage chw]dren under the gentle gu1danre or lhe
¢
* Leachei, to set their own learning.goals-for @ Spoc\f\ed amount of Lime,

- In 5 i-w case$ these are formal contractual agreements.

Yits/A ®
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Wang and Stiles (1975), for example, found in an jnterveﬁfﬁon study
tna: assignments were more ]1ke1y to be completed when students were : *

]1owed to determine’ the order in which assignments were done. High School
science students studied by Rainey (1965) showed more care and involvement
]aboratory work when they were, encouraged to organize their own ¢
exper1ments than when given deta11ed 1nstruct1ons and d1rect1ons ' )
Comparisons of classrooms varying 1n student autonomy have V1e1ded
gimilar results. Deci, Schwartz, Sheinman, & Ryan (1981) observed tnat
e]ementary-school teachers who encoyraged studenc autonomy, compared to
teachers who emphas1zed direct teacher control, oad students with higher
.eve]s of task-1nvolvement and a higher sense of competence ;ascare11a,
Walbérq, Junker & Haertel '(1981) report that high schooy students
evidenced more intérest in science if they were in classrooms where
students had relat1ve]y greater control over learning. *
’ DeCharms Has imp]emanted educat1ona] programs that are specifically
aimed at developing personal responsmb111ty for 1earn1ng (DeCharms,
1968, 1972, 1976) He trains teachers to themse]ves take more responfi-
bility and feel greater control over their-. c]assrooms and to encourage
" siudents to do the same. Emphasis is placed on part1c1pat1on choice,
and freedom 1n the c]assroom His program ba; resulted in students’
onrseiving greater*respons1b1l1ty over thc1r learning, higher achlevnqant
scoTes and:even higher rates of high school graduation ameng Tow~ incoine
youth. ‘ /
Thus, maoy educational models encouraging greater sgudent autonomy

end iqdcpen&once have been developed. All of these programs offer a

“1te- native to the more typ%cal*c]aSbroom in which students are #ssen”

Lally, in the term coined by DeCharn "pawns” of the teacher, in which




the t+acher Yerves as the sole evaluator and dispenser of revards and

puiiswents. Researchers have shown that these-alternative mouels of
educztion often result in a higher level of intrinsic motivation, more
indepandent, self-directed learning sﬁrategies, and usually a higher

teve? of achievement. -

L3

Teacher Variables : ) ;
There are certainly other factors that affect.the level of students'
"motivation. The teacher's own enthusiasm for teaching,'for excmple,
affects students' enthusiasm. fo be sure, a teacher who communicates
p]éﬁsure in his or her work and who presents tasks as interesting and
salvible is more Tikely to maintain student enthusiasm than thc teacher
who ccmounicates boredom arid presents tasks as though they had no in®

7

trin-ic interest or value. o - ‘
Teachers' expectations are also well known to influence students'
verfirnance (see Brophy & Good, 1974; Good, 1981, fov,reviews). Students
’who have teachers who expect them to put forth their best effort and who
communicate that expectation are more likely to pay attention and workK
hard than are students who Bave a teﬁﬁhev who expects less.
whether students respect the teacher also affects thé'amount of
i fort they exert in the c]gssrqpm. This may be especially important in
the u.:er grades when youths are highly eva]uat{ve and sometimas distrust-
ful .t idults. Without the basic respect of the students, a high scheoi
teache: may find useless all of the other principles and stvalegies ‘
discussed in this paper for optimizing motivatioﬁ.

teachers' respect for .the children may be as important as children's

res, - ¢ for the teacher, vhether teachers communicate positive regard

ta io o2ach child, regardless of the child's academic performance, anay
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he one of the most important factors in children's willipgness to taLe
ac;demic risks. “Honcontingent positive regard™ (Rogers, 1951) may be
particular]y‘important in the eariy elementary grades when children are
especially concerned about the teache;'s acceptance. The teacher's
resoect for students' ideas is also important: Clearly, the teachér who
ridicules students. ide;s is un]ikely to ohtain max{mum participation
and effort.__ ) -

fhese and other teacher variables all have a bearing on the amount

of effort children exert on academic tasks. Optimizing motivation

therefore requires consideration of teacher characteristics in addition

~ R —
to teaching and evaluative strategies and other classyoom context variables.
* . —~

The recommendatiions presented may seem reminisc%ntﬂof the open
classroom movement of the 1960’5aa6d out of touch with the current
back-to-basics thfust. In some respects, the educational model discussed
here actually datés back to John Deweyi But, these ide?s are not antitheti-’
cal to an emphasis on basic skills or.highly demanding aéademfc\subjects.
To the qbntrary, the more demanding the task, the more’important\are the
motivalional factoré discusged in tﬁis paper. Academic subjects like )
science and math probably suffer the most from traditional instructional
techniques. These are the subjects that even highly capable students
are reluctaﬁt to pursue, in part because they have learned to value high
jrades ovér ah academic challenge.

¢hildren's disinterest in the most basic of ski]]s--reading-Qhas
often been lamented by parents. While motivation for reading has probably

hogp st afféhped by the availability of television, the association of

reading with a highly evaluative, anxicty-provoking school context may

-
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arso o a factor. Furthermore, reading is something t.a£ children have
learred to do in order to avoid punishment or to gain sﬁme reward (e.g., 4
good gradz). The intrinsic pleasure in reading may therefore not be
-apparent. Thus, the typical response to a parent's admonishment, "why
don't you read a book instead of watching te]ev151on all the time," may

be something like "I already read the two books 1 had to make book

ceports on this year." . Perhaps if teachers required te]ev1s1on viewing

ac homework and tested students on the content, they would watch less
television and read mere books'

Traditional educational programs may foster more fear than joy of
learning.' If our goal is for students to exert maximum effort on academic
tasks in the 61assroom and also to be prepared to penefit from higher
education programs and 1f we want 1hd1v1dua15 to value learning and Lo
bo motivated to seek 1earn1ng opportunities thq?ughout their adu]t N
|ives, radical changes are going to be necessary\ln educational anviron-
ments.

But, what about children who have been in our schools for many

sars, those who wave lost their self confidence and are convinced that
thoy will never achieve academic success, or those who engage in acnd_mlr
ackivities only .to obtain ‘external rewards, or those who are unable- to
wieh independently? By high school many of the students who lack self
confidence bave-become alienated from the schoglienvjronment; usually

thay have Eegun to invest iheir energy in alternative domains in which

. they have some chance for success, such as sports or less socially
sdncr1onep activities as gangs. Students who have become especially
~woncarned with external evaluations do not* develop their full academic -

pctential because they avoid the most demanding intellectual subjects -
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Lt gnsitive evaluation has been based entirely cn a co@petitive model,
success may come to them too easily and, as a consequeﬁce, they may not
be wotivated to aspire and work toward higher levels of excellence. Is
high school ‘too Tate to affect the motivation of these students?
The answer is a definite'no. Perhaps the most remarﬁable thing
about youth is their abi]itytto respond to the demands and expectations
of a new environment. That is not to say that it is easy to convince 3
siudent who has fared poorly in school for many years that he or she ¢an
succeed with some effort. Nor js it easy to convince the high achiever
that the academ1c cha]]enge of pH&s1cs is worth risking the lower grade.
But highly skilled teachers and an environment in which self-directed
learning is encouraged and external evaluation and competition is de-empha-
s1zed can be very effective in reacquainting students with the pieasure
o! lesrning. . . \:, :
To be sure, it is preferzble to ;rovide from thé Qery beginning a

Tearning environmert that is conducive to self confidence, intrinsic
motiéation and independent, celf-directed, learning. I} is easier éot

) maintain than to recreate these desirable motivationat characteristics

with which young children come to school. ‘But a teacher in any grade

<poniid be encouraged to create an educational context that sﬁpports

tioe - motivational characteristics. Students may resist at first, but

3

_nany are likely to respond with great enthusiasm and to benefit throughoui

adul thood.

Policy Implications

The recommendations made here are designed to serve as principles, "
w1, »s prescriptions. They must be adapto 4 and implemented by zach

$ . Ler according to his or her own spacial stenyths and teaching style.

- -

-
>
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The ust also be adapted to the igfgja] characteristics of thc students.
The chilgren's cultural packpvound, for example," 1aay need to be considered
in determining the degree to which cooper;tion versus competition is
emphasized or in selecting a who]e-c]ass; small-group, OT in?ividua]ized
instructional format. Each teacher must experiment with and evaluate .
metheds within the context of his or her own classroom.

tany of the recommendations made here sor enhancing achievement
aotivztien are not implemented easily. They require coésiderable skill

and dJedication on the part of the teacher. Ongoingqin-service training

is therefore crucial. In-service programs can ‘be useful because they

,provide an opportunity for teachers to share ideas >nd strategies'with
*  aach other and to become acquainted with recent developments in educat.ional

-

* research. Educétioné] researchers in achievement motivation have done
considerable expcfgﬁén£a1 work to test the basic assumptions pre§ented
nere and they have implemented and evaluated educational programs that

\\ apply these motivational principles to real classrooms. Teachers would
certainly benefit from a familiarity with this workK.

To facilitate the application of rgsearch'findings‘to the c]assromm;
adicational researchers must be encouraged: to communicate their research
findings in ways that are understandable and useful to teachers. This

’ could behaccomplished, in part, by stipulating such comnunication in
grants from federal agencies.

Administrative support at'the school level is essential. Teachers'
claswroom requirements generally do not allow time for the continued
traiing that is critical to their effectiveness in the classroom. Some

: . : S
rade-tion in classroom tine would be necessary to enabla most teachers

cr yanefit  frem an in-sevvice training program. Reduced class sizew




ahove to set them on the right course.

42

fer the First and second grades would also be advisable. - Individualiza-

t.on is difficult in these grades because childven lack the maturity and

school expericnce that is necessary for self-directed Jearning. Yet

,

experiences in the first few grades in school often set a child on a
course that is difficult to reverse thereafter and smaller class sizes
would facilitate the app]i&ation of the motivational principles discussed
Most of these policy recommendations have a price tag on them, btt

tha potential gain in studenf achievement seems to me to outweigh the

" modest cost.” My own—view is that attracting talented indiviudals to the

teaching profession will ultimately have the greéteéi impépt on students'
potivation and excellence in education. But this is a policy issue

bevond the scope of this paper. Considerable progress could be made nov

soward -optimizing students' motivation to learn by providing teachers
«

with knowledge and administrative encouragement which will allow them to
transcend the traditional model of education that most teachers experi-

enced as students and that still predominétes in American c1assroous.

’

by

{
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