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CHAPTER 3 

What Factors 
Motivate Students 
to Learn? 

WHAT IS GOING ON IN THESE STORIES? 

In both of these stories, students fail to acquire and demoJC1srrate 
the level of understanding the professors desire. In both cases, 
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a lack of engagement with the material seems to be at the root 
of the problem. To their credit, Professor Hill and Professor 
Robles both think hard about how to motivate their students, 
yet they make the common-and often flawed-assumption 
that their students would be motivated in much the same 
ways that they themselves were as students. When their students 
are not similarly motivated, the instructors conclude that they are 
apathetic or lazy. 

However, a closer examination of these instructors' ap­
proaches and their unintended consequences reveals other likely 
explanations for student disengagement. Because Professor Hill is 
so passionate about the course content and finds it so inherently 
interesting, it does not occur to him that the features ofthe course 
that excite him most-the seminal readings and working with 
primary sources-do not hold the same value for his students. As a 
consequence, they approach the work half-heartedly and never 
successfully master the material. Professor Robles, for her part, 
hopes to recreate the highly competitive classroom environment 
that had motivated·her as a student. However, her warnings about 
the difficulty of the material and the students' limited chances of 
passing may fuel preexisting negative perceptions about the course, 
compromise her students' expectations for success, and under­
mine their motivation to do the work necessary to succeed. 

Although these two stories deal with slightly different issues, 
the concept ofmotivation lies at the core of each. 

WHAT PRINCIPLE OF LEARNING IS 
AT WORK HERE? 

Motivation refers to the personal investment that an individual 
has in reaching a desired state or outcome (Maehr & Meyer, 1997). 
In the context of learning, motivation influences the direction, 
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intensity, persistence, and quality of the learning behaviors in 
which students engage. 

Princible: Students' motivation generates, directs,and 

what they do to learn. 


The importance of motivation, in the context of learning, 
cannot be overstated (Ames, 1990). As students enter college and 
gain greater autonomy over what, when, and how they study 
and learn, motivation plays a critical role in guiding their behav­
iors. In addition, because there are many competing goals that vie 
for their attention, time, and energy, it is crucial to understand 
what may increase or decrease students' motivations to pursue 
specific goals related to learning. 

As we can see in the first story, if students do not find the 
content of the course interesting or relevant, they may see little or 
no value in mastering it and may fail to engage in the behaviors 
required for deep learning. Similai-ly, in the second story, if stu­
dents 'do not expect to be successful in a course, they may disen­
gage from the behaviors necessary for learning. Imagine how 
diffdently these two stories might have been if the students in 
Professor Hill's class saw value in learning to. use primary sources 
and the students in Professor Robles' class expected their hard 
workeo result in strong performance and good grades I 

As these stories demonstrate, there are two important con­
cepts that are central to understanding motivation: (1) the subjec­
tive value of a goal and (2) the expectancies, or expectations for 
succesSful attainment of that goal. Although many theories 
have been offered to explain motivation, most position these 
two concepts at the core of their framework (Atkinsol!, 1957, 
1964; Wigfield & Eccles, 1992, 2000). As Figure 3.1 illustrates, 
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Flgur!'! 3.1. Impact of Value and Expectancy on Learning and 

Performance 

expectancies and values interact to influence the level of motiva­
tion to engage in goal-directed behavior. 

WHAT DOES THE RESEARCH TEll US 
ABOUT MOTIVATION? 

Goals provide the context in which values and expectancies derive 
meaning and influence motivation. Hence, we begin with a brief 

discussion of goals. 

Goals 

To say that someone is motivated tells us little unless we say what 
the person is motivated to do. Thus, goals .serve as the basic orga-
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nizing feature ofmotivated behavior (Ryan, 1970; Mitchell, 1982; 
Elliot & Fryer, 2008). In essence, they act as the compass that 
guides and directs a broad range ofpurposeful aCtions, including 
those that relate to a person's intellectual and creative pursuits, 
social and interpersonal relationships, identity and self-concept, 
needs for safety and material possessions, and desires to be pro­
ductive and competent in the world (Ford, 1992). Moreover, a 
number of goals. are often in operation simultaneously. This is 
certainly true for college students who may, in any given moment, 
seek to acquire knowledge and skills, make new friends, demon­
strate to others that they are intelligent, gain a sense of indepen­
dence, and have fun. 

When considering the ways that our students' goals influ­
ence their learning behaviors, it is worth noting that students' 
goals for themselves may differ from our goals for them. 
This mismatch was true in the first story at the beginning of this 
chapter. Professor Hill wanted his students to acquire an under­
standing of Continental Philosophy through the use and appre­
ciation of primary sources. This goal clearly did not match his 
students' goals for themselves. A m'ore general form of mismatch 
often occurs when we want our students to pursue learning for 
its own sake but they are motivated primarily by performanCegoals 
(Dweck & Leggett, 1988). Performance goals involve protecting a 
desired self-image and projecting a positive reputation and public 
persona. When guided by performance goals, students are con­
cerned with normative standards and try to do what is necessary 
to demonstrate competence in order to appear intelligent, gain 
status, and acquire recognition and praise. Elliot and colleagues 
(Elliot, 1999; Elliot (31; McGregor, 2001) make a further distinction 
among performance goals. They suggest that goals focused on 
performance may take two forms: performance-approach goals and 
performanCe-avoidant goals. Students with performance-approach 
goals focus on attaining competence by meeting normative 
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standards. Students with performance-avoidance goals, on the 
other hand, focus on avoiding incompetence by meeting stan­
dards. They suggest that the cognitive framework with which stu­
dents approach learning is different for those with an approach 
versus avoidance orientation, and results of research suggest that 
performance-approach goals are more advantageous to learning 
than performance-avoidance goals (Elliot & McGregor, 2001; 
Cury et al., 2006). 

When guided by learning goals, in contrast to performance 
goals, students try to gain competence and truly learn what an 
activity or task can teach them. As you can imagine, if we want 
our students to gain the deep understanding that comes from 
exploration and intellectual risk-taking (a learning goal) but they 
want only to do what is necessary to get a good grade (a perfor­
mance goal), we may not obtain the kinds of learning behaviors 
and outcomes that we desire. Indeed, most research suggests thar 
students who hold learning goals, as compared to those who hold 
performance (particularly performance-avoidance goals), 
are more likely to use study strategies that result in deeper under­
standing, to seek help when needed, to persist when faced with 

and to seek out and feel comfortable with challenging 
more discussion on learning versus performance goals, 

see Barron & Harackiewicz, 2001; Harackiewicz, Barron, Taucer, 
Carter, & Elliot, 2000; Miller, Greene, Montalvo, Ravindran, 
& Nichols, 1996; Somuncuoglu & Yildirim, 1999; & 

Elliot, 2002). 
Students may also have other goals that conflict with our 
as instructors. Work-avoidant goals (Meece & Holt, 1993), for 

example, involve the desire to finish work as quickly as possible 
with as little eff~rt as possible. Students guided primarily by work­
avoidant goals may show little interest in learning and appear 
alienated, discouraged, or disengaged. it is important to remem­
ber, however, that work-avoidant goals are often context-specific, 
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such that a student who works very hard in one context may avoid 
work in another. For example, a dedicated engineering :;tudent 
may do as little as possible in Professor Hill's course ifhe does not 
see how the knowledge and perspectives from Continental 

apply to his broader intellectual and professional 
growth and"development. 

Even though students' goals may not correspond exactly to 
our goals for them, these two sets of goals (ours and theirs) do 
not always conflict. In fact, when some of their goals 
ours, powerful learning situations tend to result. Imagine, for 
example, if the engineering student mentioned above came to see 
that being able to develop, present, and evaluate a logical argu­
ment could help him become a more effective engineer (for 
example, by helping him defend ali engineering design choice to 
a client or to communicate engineering limitations to colleagues). 
With his own goals and his philosophy professor's goals in closer­
and therefore more productive-alignment, his motivation to 
pursue learning goals may be strengthened. 

Moreover, if an activity satisfies more than one goal, the 
motivation to pursue that activitY is likely to be higher than: if 
it satisfies only one goal. Relevant to this point is the fact that 
affective gpals and social goals can play an important role in the 
classroom (Ford, 1992). For instance, if a student's goals in 
an industrial design project course include leaming and applying 
fundamental design principles (a learning goal), making friends 
(a social goal), and engaging in stimulating activity (an affective 
goal), then allowing the student to work on the course project 
as part of a group provides her the opportunity to satisfY 
multiple goals at the same time and potentially increases her 
motivation. This point is further supported by research demon­
strating that students who hold multiple types of goals are 
more successful than those with just one type of goa,! (Valle 
et al., 2003). 
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It is also possible, ofcourse, that students hold a number of 
conflicting goals. Por example, a student may have the goal of 
doing well on an upcoming psychology exam for which there is 
an evening study session scheduled. At the same time, he may 
also have the goal ofbonding with his peers via intramural sports 
and consequently feel a pull to be at an intramural registration 
meeting held at the same time as the study session. To complicate 
matters even more, he may have the goal of remaining healthy 
and, since he has been experiencing a scratchy throat and other 
symptoms of a cold, may think it is wise to go straight to bed 
without attending the study session or intramural registration 
meeting. Given this range ofcompeting goals, which one does he 
choose? There are some important variables that can provide 
insight into which goal the student will be motivated to pursue. 
Remember that value and expectancies interact to influence moti­
vation. In the next section, we discuss value and in the following, 
expectancies. 

Value 

A goal's importance, often referred to as its subjective value, is 
one of the key features influencing the motivation to pursue it. 
Indeed, the lack of perceived value among Professor Hill's stu­
dents almost certainly contributed to their lack of motivation, 
described in this chapter's first story. The issue here is quite 

People are motivated to engage in behaviors to artain 
goals that have a high relative value. Thus, when confronted 
multiple goals (such as going to a study session, attending a reg­
istration meeting, or fending off a cold by going to bed early), a 
student will be more motivated to pursue the goal that has the 
highest value to him. 

Value can be derived from a number of different sources. 
Wigfield and Eccles (1992, 2000) suggest three broad determi-
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nants of subjective value for achievement-related activities and 
goals. The first. is attainment value, which represents the satisfac­
tion that one gains from mastery and accomplishment of a goal 
or task. For instance, a student may receive great satisfaction from 
solving complex mathematical theorems and consequently work 
for many hours simply to demonstrare her ability to solve them. 
Similarly, people often spend hours playing video games in order 
to reach higher levels ofmastery. 

A second source of value is intrinsic value, which represents 
the satisfaction that one gains simply from doing the task rather 
than from a particular outcome of the task. This form ofvalue is 
operating wh~n students work tirelessly to design and build a 
beautifully crafted stage set, spend hours writing a computer 
program, or work hard to understand the complex interplay of 
variabies that regulate blood flow to tumor cells simply because 
they love it. At its core, this value is intimately tied to the specific 
content ofthe goal or activity and 'is the source ofwhat researchers 
have traditionally call intrinsic motivation. 

A final source of value, one that Eccles and Wigfield call 
instrumental value, represents the degree to which an activity or 
goal helps one accomplish other important goals, such as gaining 
what are traditionally referred to as extrinsic rewards. Praise, public 
reCbgnition, money, material goods, an interesting career, a high­
status job, or a good salary are all longer-term that may 
provide instrumental value to shorter-term goals. For example, 
students who study business only because of the salary and pres­
tige they expect a job in business will bring are motivated to study 
and attend their classes by the instrumental value the classes 
provide toward their desired salary and status. 

Most of the students in Professor Hill's Continental 
Philosophy course appeared to have been unable to find any of 
the three sources of value. Like the two philosophy rJ?ajors, for 
whom the content. of the. course held intrinsic value, and the 
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student for whom a good grade in the course was instrumental 
toward getting into graduate school, a single source ofvalue may 
motivate behavior. However, in many cases, sources of value 
operate in combination. Indeed, the distinction between the tra­
ditional concepts ofintrinsic and extrinsic motivation is rarely as 
dichotomous as theory posits. For instance, by working hard in a 
course, a biology student may derive value from multiple sources, 
including solving challenging problems (attainment value), engag­
ing her fascination with biological processes (intrinsic value), and 
advancing her chances of getting into a good medical school 
(instrumental value). Consequently, it is important not to think 
of these sources ofvalue as necessarily conflicting bur as poten­
tially reinforcing. In fact, a task that initially holds only instru­
mental value to a student (something he does primarily to earn a 
grade or satisfY a requirement) can come to have intrinsic value 
as he'develops knowledge and competence in the subject area 

(Hidi & Renninger, 2006). 

Expectancies 

Although one must value a desired outcome in order to be moti­
vated to pursue it, value alone is insufficient to motivate behavior. 
People are also motivated to pursue goals and outcomes that they 
believe they can successfully achieve. Conversely, if they do not 
expect to successfully achieve a desired goal or outcome, they will 
not be motivated to engage in the behaviors necessary to achieve 
it. Motivational theorists refer to these expectations as expectancies. 
Here we describe two forms ofexpectancies that help inform our. 

understanding of motivated behavior. 
To be motivated to pursue specific goals, students must hold 

positive outcome expectancies. Outcome expectancies reflect the 
belief that specific actions will bring about a desired outcome 
(Carver & Scheier, 1998). A student holds positive outcome expec-
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tancies when he thinks, "If I do all the assigned readings and 
participate in class discussions, I will be able to learn the material 
well enough to solve problems on the exam and achieve a passing 
grade." In this case, there is a positive outcome expectancy linking 
the student's behavior and the desired outcome. In contrast, nega­
tive outcome expectancies involve a belief that specific actions 
have no influence on a desired outcome. For example, a student 
may think, "No matter how hard I work in this course, I won't get 
a good grade." This dynamic was likely to be at work among some 
ofProfessOf Robles' students in the story at the beginning of this 
chapter. Professor Robles warned her srudents that a third of 
them were likely to fail, even after working harder than they had 
ever worked before. As a result, many of them may have developed 
negative outcome expectancies; in other words, they began to 
doubt that hard work would, in fact, result in a passing grade and 
so lost their motivation. Ironically, what Professor Robles thought 
would '~fire up" her students might have profoundly demotivated 
them, In order for students to be motivated to engage in the 
behaviors that result in learning, they must believe that there is a 
connection between those behaviors'and the outcomes they desire. 

Whereas positive outcome expectancies are necessary for 
motivated behavior, they are insufficient on their own. Efficacy 
expectancies are also essential, .Efficacy expectancies represent the 
belief that one is capable ofidentifYing, organizing, initiating, and 
executing a course of action that will bring about a desired 
outcome (Bandura, 1997). So in order to hold a positive expec­
tancy for success, a student must not-only believe that doing the 
assigned work can earn a passing grade, she must also believe that 
she is capable ofdoing the work necessary to earn a passing grade. 
Thus it is the belief in personal agency that is the potent feature 
of this expectancy variable and that dtives motivation, 

What determines a student's expectation for success? One 
important influenceisprior experience in similar contexts. If a 
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student has experienced success in a particular activity in the 

past, she is more likely to expect success in a similar aCtivity in 

the future. If she has experienced failure in the past, she is 

more likely to expect failure in the future. A more complicated 

analysis of past success and failure suggests, however, that the 
reasons that students identify for their previous successes and fail- . 

ures may be an even more powerful determInant of expectancies. 

These reasons, or attributions, involve the causal explanations 
students use to make sense of the outcomes they experience 

(Weiner, 1986). 
When students successfully achieve a goal and attribute their 

success to internal causes (for example, their own talents or abili­

ties) or to controllable causes (for example; their own efforts or 

persistence), they are more likely to expect future success. If 
however, they attribute success to external causes (for example, 

easy assignments) or uncontrollable causes (for example, luck), 

they are less likely to expect success in the future. For instance, if 

a student attributes the good grade she received on a design 

project to her own creativity (ability) or to the many long hours 

she spent on its planning and execution (effort), she is likely to 

expect success on future design assignments. This is because she 

has attributed her success to relatively stable and controllable 

features about hersel£ These same features form the basis for her 

positive expectations for similar situations in the future. 
When a student fails to achieve a goal, however, his motiva­

tion is likely to be low ifhe attributes his failure to a lack ofability 

(for example, "I am not good at math" or "I am just not a good 

writer"); especially if he sees his ability as fixed or not amenable 
to change. On the other hand, even in failure situations, motiva­

tion is likely to remain high ifa student explains his poor perfor­

mance in terms of controllable and temporary causes such as 

inadequate preparation, insufficient effort, or lack of relevant 
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information. Under these circumstances, students can 'maintain 

the belief that they are capable of changing their behaviors to 

achieve a more positive outcome. 

Thus, in the context of the classroom, motivation and the 

effort and persi;;tence that accompany it are highest among stu­

dents who attribute successful performance to a combination of 

ability and effort, and poor performance to insufficient effort and 
inadequate information. These attributions form the basis for the 

expectation that good performance can be sustained and poor 

performance can be changed. 

How Perceptions of the Environment Affect the 
Interaction of Value and Expectancies 

) 

Value and expectancies do not operate in a vacuum. Indeed, they 
interact within the broader environmental context in which 

they exist (see Chapter Six for more on course climate). From a 

student's point ofview, this environment can be perceived along 

a continuum from supportive to unsupportive. (Ford, 1992). 

Without question, the complex dynamics of the classroom, its 

tone, the interpersonal forces at play, and the nature and structure 

of communication pattern~ all combine to either support or 
inhibit the students' motivation to pursue a goal. If students per­

ceive the environment as supportive (for example, "The instructor 

is approachable and several of my classmates seem willing to help 

me ifI run into trouble"), motivation is likely to be enhanced. If 
students perceive the environment as unsupportive (for example, 

"This instructor seems hostile to women in engineering"), it can 

threaten expectations for success and erode motivation. 
Thus, our framework for understanding motivation sug­

gests that ifa goal is valued and expectancies for success are posi­

tive and the environment is perceived to be supportive, motivation 

79 78 



How Learning Works 

will be highest. However, if there is little value associated with a 

goal or efficacy expectancies for success are negative or the envi­

ronment is not perceived to be supportive, motivation is likely to 

be lower. So what does this mean for our classrooms and how 
students behave? 

To begin, it is important to realize that we have three impor-' 

tant levers (value, efficacy expectancies, and the supportive nature 
of the environment) with which we can influence motivation. 

Moreover, if we neglect any, of one of the three, motivation may 

suffer substantially. Based on the work ofHansen (1989) and Ford 

(1992), Figure 3.2 presents the range ofbehaviors that result from 
the interaction of value and expectancies in both supportive and 

unsupportive environments. 
When students care little about a goal and have little confi­

dence in their abilities to successfully achieve that goal, they tend 

to behave in a rejecting manner. This characterizes students in both 

supportive and unsupportive environments. These students are 

prone to disengage from learning situations and may experience 

EnVIronment is NOT SUPPORTIVE Envllonment IS SUPPORTIVE 

DON'T SEE Value SEE Value DON'T SEE Value SEE Value 
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Figure 3.2. Interactive Effects of Environment, Efficacy, and Value on 

Motivation 
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apathy, general passivity, alienation, or even a sense of anger if, in 

the case of a supportive environment, support is perceived as 
coercive or pressuring. 

When students, in both supportive and unsupportive envi­
ronments, see little value in a goal but are confident in their abili­

ties to successfully achieve it, they may act in an evading manner. 

Since they see the task as doable but unimportant, students often 

have difficulty paying attention and are frequently preoccupied by 

social distractions or daydreaming. Often, in an attempt to avoid 

overt disapproval and pressure from the instructor or the stigma 
associated with a poor grade, they may do the minimum amount 
of work that is needed to just get by. 

Those students who see value in a goal but lack confidence 
in their ability to achieve it can manifest two forms of behavior, 

depending on the nat!lre of the environment. Those that perceive 

little or no support from the environment tend to be hopeless. As 

such, they appear to have no expectation of success and demon­

strate very low levels ofmotivation, behaving iri helpless fashions. 

Those who do perceive a supportive environment tend to be fragile. 
That is, because they value the task and believe the environment 

offers support, they want to succeed. However, they are dubious 

about their own abilities arid may try to protect their sense of 
self-e~teem by feigning understanding, avoiding situations that 

require overt performance, denying difficulty, and making excuses 
to explain poor performance. 

Similarly, depending on their perceptions of the supportive 
nature of the environment, students who see value in a task and 

have confidence in their abilities also' manifest two forms of 

behavior. Those that perceive little or no support from the envi­

ronment may be defiant. That is, because the task is important and 
they are confident of their own abilities, they may take an "I will 

show you" or "I will prove you wrong" attitude in respons.e to the 
perceived lack of support from the environment. Those students 
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who perceive the environment to be supportive demonstrate the 
most motivated behavior. In essence, all three levers that influence 
monvati<:m are aligned in a positive direction. As a consequence, 
these students seek to learn, integrate, and apply new knowledge 
and view leaming situations as opportunities to extend their 

understanding. 

Implications of This Research 

Several important points should be evident thus far. First, value, 
expectancy, and environment interact to produce an array of dis­
tinctive student behaviors. Thus, no. single variable is universally 
deterministic with regard to motivating students. That said, 
changes in anyone dimension can change students' levels ofmoti­
vation and thus alter their behaviors. For instance, providing 
support and encouragement to students who tend toward defi­
ance can edge them toward greater motivation. Similarly, by 
helping "fragile" students build positive beliefs about their chances 
of success, we may support them to become more highly moti­
vated. Indeed, each of the dimensions in the table represents fea­
tures of the leaming environment over which we, as instructors, 
can have substantial influence. Finally, if we neglect any single 
dimension, motivation may suffer substantially. As a case in point, 
if we fail to address students' perceived lack of value for a given 
task or goal, at best they are likely to demonstrate an evading 
pattern ofmotivation (see the left column ofFigure 3.2). Similarly, 
ifstudents perceive the environment in which they learn as unsup­
portive, even those who find value in the goal and hold positive 
efficacy expectancies may fall short of highly motivated behavior. 
Indeed, when the environment is perceived as unsupportive, the 
best we can hope for is a defiant pattern of motivation (see 

the top half ofFigure 3.2). 
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WHAT STRATEGIES DOES THE 
RESEARCH SUGGEST? 

In this section we present a number of strategies that may help 
you increase the value that students place on the goals and activi­
ties that you have identified and created for them, as well as strate­
gies to help you strengthen students' expectancies and create an 
environment that supports motivation. 

Strategies to Establish Value 

Connect the Material to Students' Interests Students are 
typically more motivated to engage with material that interests 
them or has relevance for important aspects of their lives. For 
example, courses on the history of rock 'n' roll, philosophy and 
the Matrix films, the statistics ofsexual orientation, how technol­
ogy can combat global poverty, and how to build virtual reality 
worlds may strongly connect with students' interests. All of these 
courses can be rigorous and yet dem<:mstrate high demand because 
they tap into issues that are important to students. 

Provi~e Authentic, Real-World Tasks Assign problems and 
tasks that allow students to vividly and concretely see the rele­
vance and value of otherwise abstract concepts and theories. For 
example, an economics professor might use a case study of eco­
nomic instability to illustrate market forces. Analyzing a real­
world event pro..ri.des students with a context for understanding 
economic theories and their applicabili~ to current situations. 
Similarly, in an information systems course, the instructor might 
assign a serVice-learning project in which students must build a 
. database for an actual client in the community. This kind of 
authentic task allows students to work within real constraints, 
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interact with real clients, and explore the profession. It might also 
create possibilities for future internships or jobs. 

Show Relevance to Students' Current Academic Lives 
Students sometimes do not appreciate a current learning experi­
ence because they do not see. its value relative to their course of 
study. For instance, psychology students may see little value in 
taking a math course because they do not realize that the knowl­
edge they acquire will serve them well when they take a required 
statistics or research methods course. Ifyou make explicit connec­
tions between the content of your course and other courses to 
come, students can better understand the value of each course as 
a building block for future courses. 

Demonstrate the Relevance ofHigher-Level Skills to Students' 
Fnture Professional Lives Students often focus on specific 
course content without recognizing how the ski:lls and abilities 
they develop across courses (for example, quantitative reasoning, 
public speaking, persuasive writing, teamwork skills) will benefit 
them in their professional lives. For example, students often com­
plain about being graded on the quality of their writing in lab 
reports, failing to recognize the importance of written communi­
cation skills in a wide range of professions. We can help motivate 
students by explaining how various skills will serve them more 
broadly in their professional lives. 

IdentifY and Reward What You Value It is important to 
explicitly identifY for students what you value. This can be done 
in the syllabus, through feedback, and through modeling. Having 
identified what you value, be sure to reward it through assess­
ments that are aligned with cgurse objectives. For instance, ifyou 
value the quality of group interaCtions in a project course, you 
should identifY and describe the aspects ofsuch interactions that 
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are important (for example, clear communication, effectIve reso­
lution of disagreements, consideration of multiple perspectives) 
and include an evaluation of the group as part of the final grade. 
Similarly, if you want students to take intellectual or creative 
risks, identifY these features as important and assess students' 
work based on the extent to which they pushed the limits, whether 
or not they were ultimately successful. 

Show Your Own Passion and Enthusiasm for the Discipline 
Your own enthusiasm and passion can be powerful and conta­
gious. Even if students are not initially attracted to or interested 
in your course, don't be afraid to let your excitement for your 
discipline show. Your enthusiasm might raise students' curiosity 
and motivate them to find out what excites you about the subject, 
leading them to engage more deeply than they had initially 
planned or discover the value they had overlooked. 

Strategies That Help Students Build Positive 
Expectancies 

Ensure Alignment of Objectives, Assessments, and Instruc­
tional Strategies When th~se three components ofa course are 
aligned-when students know the goals, are given opportunities 
to practice and get feedback, and are able to show their level of 
understanding-learning is supported. Students also have a more 
coherent piCture of what will be expected of them and thus are 
more motivated because they feel more confident and in control 
of their learning, as well i!S their grade. 

IdentifY an Appropriate Level ofChallenge Setting challeng­
but attainable goals is critical for optimally motivating stu­

dents. However, identifYing the appropriate level at which to 
frame your expectations may be difficult. To do so, you need to 
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know who your students are-in terms of their prior knowledge 
and experience as well as their future plans and goals. A pre­
assessment may be useful in evaluating both prior knowledge and 
future goals. Examining the syllabi of courses that immediately 
precede your course in the curricular sequence (when relevant) 
may also provide insight into your students' prior academic expe­
riences. Syllabi from instructors who have taught the course in 
the past may also offer dues about the appropriate level at which 
to frame your expectations. Finally, talk to colleagues about their 
process for identifYing appropriate expectations or ask to observe 
their classes. 

Create Assignments That Provide the Appropriate Level of 
Challenge One the one hand, if your course or an assignment 
is pitched at a level that students do not expect will allow them 
to be 'successful with reasonable effort, they will not be motivated 
to engage with the assignment. On the other hand, if the course 
or the assignment is too easy, students will not think that it has 
value or is worth their time to engage with it, deeming it 
work. Consequently, we need to set standards that are challenging 
but attainable with student effort. Determining these standards 
is not always easy given that student cohorts differ, so administer­
ing diagnostic or early assessments can help you determine the 
right level for each cohort. 

Provide Early Success Opportunities Expectations for future 
performance are influenced by past experiences. Hence, early 
success can build a sense of efficacy. This strategy is incredibly 
important in courses that are known as "gateway" or "high-risk" 
courses or for students who come into your course with anxiety 
for whatever reason. For example, you might incorporate early, 
shorter assignments that account for a small percentage of the 
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final grade but provide a sense of competence and c<!lnfidence 
before you assign a larger project. 

Articulate Your Expectations Articulate your course goals 
clearly to students so that they know what the desired outcomes 
are. Then make it dear to students what you expect them to do 
in order to reach those goals. This will help make the connection 
between a course of action and a desired outcome more concrete 
and tangible, thus creating a more positive outcome expectancy. 
Help students set realistic expectations by identifYing areas in 
which they might encounter difficulty and support their sense of 
agency by communicating your confidence and expectation that 
they will overcome those challenges and succeed. At the same 
time, let students know what support they can expect from you 
in pursuit of those goals (for example, office hours or review 
sessions). 

Provid~ Rubrics Rubrics are a way of explicitly representing 

performance expectations and thus can direct students' behaviors 

toward your intended goals. For example, a rubric for a research 


. paper can identifY the components of the task (for example, 

hypothesis, evidence, conclusion, writing) and the expectations 

for performance for each component at several levels of sophisti­

cation (for example, developing, -competent, exemplary). See 

Appendix C for examples. 

Provide Targeted Feedback Because feedback provides infor­
mation about progress toward a goal, it 'can have a powerful moti­
vating effect. Feedback is most effective when it is timely and 
constructive. Timely feedback is dose enough in proximity to the 
performance to have impact and to allow forincorporation of the 
feedback into the next iteration .. Constructive feedback identifies 
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strengths, weaknesses, and. suggestions for future action. For 
more discussion on feedback, see Chapter Five. 

Be Fair Be sure that the standards and criteria used to assess 
students' work are administered fairly. This is particularly rele­
vant when multiple graders are involved (for example, teaching 
assistants). If students perceive that their work is being assessed 
differently from their peers or differently from one time to the 
next, their expectations for success may be compromised. 

Educate Students About the Ways We Explain Success and 
Failure To give students a better sense of control over the, out­
comes that they experience and in tum influence meir expecta­
tions for success, educate them about the attributions that people 
make for success and failure. For example, we frequently attribute 
success to things about us (that is, internalize) and attribute fail­
ures to things about the external world (that is, externalize). Help 
them shape their attribution for success to include appropriate 
study strategies, good time management, and hard work. Similarly, 
help them avoid attributing failure. to factors such as "not being 
good with numbers," "not being good with details," or "not being 
very smart." Rather, help them focus on controllable features, 
such as the way they studied (for example, how much, when, 
nature of their study habits). 

Describe Effective Study Strategies Students may not be able 
to identifY ways in which they should appropriately change their 
study behaviors following failure. In this case, it is important to 
discuss effective study strategies to give them alternatives to the 
behaviors that resulted'in poor performance. In doing so, we may 
help adjust their expectations about being able to successfully 
obtain their goals. 
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Strategies That Address.Value and Expectancies 

Provide Flexibility and Control Where possible, allow stu­
dents to choose among options and make choices thar are consis­
tent with their goals and the activities that they value. One way to 

give students greater flexibility is to allow them choices in por­
tions of the course content, topics for papers, and questions for 
class discussion. Flexibility lends a sense of control, which can 
contribute to a student's expectation of success. 

Give Students an Opportunity to Reflect It is important to 
give students an opportunity to reflect on assignments. Facilitating 
their reflection with specific questions can help structure the 
process to support motivation. For example, asking students 
"What did you learn from this assignment?" or "What was the 
most valuable feature of this project?" helps them identify the 
value of their work. Asking students "What did you do to prepare 
for this assignment/exam? What skills do you need to work on? 
How would you prepare differently or approach the assignment 
differently if you were doing it in ,the future?" can help them to 
identify specific strategies that leverage their .strengths and over­
come their weaknesses, th~ bolstering their expectations for 
future success. 

SUMMARY 

In this chapter, we have discussed some of the variables that 
underlie student motivation. We have used the concept of goals 
as an organizing feature and have argued that students frequently 
have multiple and diverse goals, many of which may not 
with ours. We described a model in which the subjective value that 
students place on goals and their expectancies of success olav a 
key role in influencing their motivation. 
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We have described how subjective value, efficacy expectan­
cies, and beliefs about the supportive nature of the environment 
interact to affect the specific ways in which students behave. Our 
hope is that by understanding how some of these variables influ­
ence motivation and by arming yourself with some practical strat­
egies, you can increase the motivation of your students and 
improve the quality of learning in your courses. 
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