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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

In educating the young we use pleasure and pain as rudders to steer the course. 

Aristotle in 322 BC (in Bartlett, 1980) 

Interest in motivating students is long standing and widespread. Philosophers, 

psychiatrists, and teachers have pondered the concept for thousands of years. In schools 

today, discussion in teacher lounges often centers on specific students who don’t pay 

attention in class or those who refuse to complete assignments—regardless of ability 

level. Students who suffer from a lack of motivation are usually lumped together and 

labeled lazy. Many teachers will admit to being perplexed and frustrated by the problem, 

and a number of them are seeking ideas to offset it. Perusing the brochure for the 2001 

National Middle School Association Conference in St. Louis, the vast majority of 

sessions were related to this issue, and a standing-room-only crowd was on hand for my 

presentation on motivational lesson plans during the 2000 conference in Orlando. 

Teachers are certainly not the only ones concerned with student motivation, 

however. Most parent-teacher conferences attempt to identify strategies for dealing with 

low-achieving students and often center on questions such as, “How can we get Johnny to 

do his class work? How can we get Jenny to do her homework? How can we get Barbara 

to study?” Parents are typically distraught and confused, and are often looking for the 

magic answer to their child’s problems. They often report that their low-achieving child 

had been on the honor roll until the mystical adolescent transformation. Not surprising to 
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the teachers and parents alike, research indicates that early adolescent years often mark a 

decline in motivation for students (e.g. Eccles, Wigfield, Midgley, Reuman, Mac Iver, & 

Feldlaufer, 1993; Midgley, 1993; Oldfather & McLaughlin, 1993). Historically, research 

on motivation is rich, varied, and in many cases, controversial. 

What exactly is motivation? Researchers’ definitions range from simple, 

straightforward assessments to more complex interpretations. Eggen and Kauchak (1994) 

describe it as a force that energizes and directs behavior toward a goal. Motivation is 

defined by Keller, Kelly, and Dodge (1978) as a term to refer to all of the affective 

components of personality and environment that influence effort, as opposed to ability. In 

educational terms, Brophy (1982) defines “motivation to learn” as the tendency to 

approach tasks with serious intent to do them carefully and get the benefit from them, and 

not merely to complete them. Dweck (1989) defines “achievement motivation” as 

striving toward a particular goal. She further identifies two subclasses of achievement 

goals: (a) learning goals, in which individuals strive to increase their competence, to 

understand or master something new, and (b) performance goals, in which individuals 

strive either to document, or gain favorable judgments of, their competence or to avoid 

negative judgments of their competence. Oldfather (1992) characterizes the constructivist 

view of motivation as the continuing impulse to learn (CIL). She describes it as:  

an on-going engagement in learning that is propelled and focused by thought and 

feeling emerging from the learners’ processes of constructing meaning. CIL is 

characterized by intense involvement, curiosity, and a search for understanding, 

as learners experience learning as a deeply personal and continuing agenda. (p. 8) 
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 An individual’s perceptions of the task and his or her intent as he or she decides 

on how (or even whether or not) to pursue the task are central to each definition of 

motivation. The nebulous “why?” a person might or might not choose to begin, perform, 

and complete a task is incorporated within each of them. That is the crux of the mystery 

surrounding the concept of motivation 

Statement of the Problem 

 Student motivation is an issue of great concern in schools. Lack of student 

motivation can be one of the most frustrating aspects of teaching. In spite of that, teachers 

become overwhelmed with meetings, paperwork, and pressure to cover vast amounts of 

subject matter, so time to concentrate on motivational strategies is often limited. Relying 

upon intuition stemming from an implicit paradigm that has not been thoroughly 

considered, a well-intentioned teacher may indiscriminately try a number of motivational 

strategies. If the teacher is fortunate, she may find a diamond in the rough amongst the 

many futile or possibly even harmful motivational strategies.  

 Searching for a way to motivate students, a teacher may rely upon threats of 

failure and subsequent grade retention. At other times, the teacher might advise parents to 

reward students for acceptable performance while punishing students for performance 

below expectations. The teacher might also try to bribe students with candy. 

Alternatively, the teacher might attempt to motivate his students by forming positive 

relationships with them or creating interesting and unique lessons. The vast majority of 

teachers have likely tried most of these strategies amid countless others, finding that a 

strategy that succeeds with one student (or group of students) may fail later with a 

different student (or group of students). 
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 Personally, I am very interested in student motivation. As a student, I sat bored in 

class after class through much of high school and my undergraduate days at college. 

During this time, I craved any type of mental stimulation. Many of my teachers were 

seemingly driven not by a desire to interest students in the subject, but by the need to “get 

through the material.” I was the type of student that would work extremely hard when I 

perceived an assignment as valuable or important. On the other hand, I would often rebel 

by putting forth minimal effort when an assignment seemed like busy-work. My parents 

pushed me hard to achieve, but I had my own ideas. I was not a terrible student, but I 

could have done much better. When something is meaningful to me, I put my heart and 

soul into it. When I choose to do something, I do it well. I still complete meaningless 

administrative paperwork with minimal effort, while achieving those tasks I deem 

important with energy and enthusiasm.  

 As a teacher, it has always been my goal to interest students in furthering their 

own education. I discovered early on (as I watched other teachers) that most students (but 

not all) could be pounded into submission. That has never been my goal. I am interested 

in helping students discover the meaning behind the “academic knowledge and skills.” I 

attempt to do this by exhibiting an energetic and enthusiastic attitude while using 

interesting and meaningful teaching strategies.  

 A few years ago while working in a pseudo-administrative position, I spent a 

good portion of my days observing other teacher’s classes. Although I had been in 

classrooms as a student throughout my life, this was the first time I examined teachers as 

an “authority.” I noticed that there were distinct attitudinal and behavioral patterns within 

each class. In one teacher’s social studies classes, students were enthusiastic and engaged 
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in activities on a regular basis. In another teacher’s social studies classes, students 

seemed bored and disengaged. Though both teachers were teaching heterogeneously 

grouped students at the same school under the same system-wide guidelines (e.g. 

academic standards, grades, promotion requirements), students in the first teacher’s class 

were more interested in advancing their own learning than the students in the second 

class. My job was to help teachers improve their students’ achievement levels. It was not 

as easy as I originally thought it would be. I found that helping teachers improve their 

students academic achievement was more complicated than simply suggesting new 

teaching strategies and lesson plans. Improving student attitudes was the first step. In 

most cases, it included the need for a shift in a teacher’s paradigm. 

Throughout my career, infrequent but snide comments by some of my colleagues 

have occasionally caused me to question my strategies. My classes are often louder than 

others, I have very little need for administrative disciplinary measures, and my students 

generally make good grades. I remain assured, though, that my students work hard and 

learn in my class. The following passage is from an email that I received during the 

spring of 2000 from one of my students:  

 
I just wanted to thank you for making SS so interesting this year. Last 

year my teacher made us take notes out of the book and answer questions 

all day every day, and I don't remember a thing! But in this class, I 

remember every little detail from every class because you make it so 

interesting. I feel like a sponge. (Now only if math were like 

that...) :) . I just wanted to let you know, and to tell you to keep up 
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the great work. I have to go watch WWTBAM (Who Wants to Be a 

Millionare). 

your student, 

Sandra 

  P.S: can you teack me to spell? J/K. (Just Kidding) 

A number of students return to visit me on a regular basis with specific feedback 

on which aspects of my class prepared them for their high school social studies classes. In 

addition to my own experiences as a student, feedback like this motivates me to discount 

negative opinions from people who have never even been in my class while I am 

teaching. Even so, I believe that some of my colleagues on the faculty perceive me as a 

teacher who does not make his class difficult enough.  

 Based upon my experiences as a student, teacher, parent, and teacher evaluator, I 

have become quietly critical of teachers who overuse textbooks, worksheets, lecturing, 

and other traditional teaching strategies. Although each of these strategies has its own 

legitimate place in most curriculums, excessive use can make a class seem tired and 

boring. Teachers who do this tend to rely heavily upon extrinsic motivators like grades, 

threats of parental valuation, and possible student retention. Often, these are the people 

who lament the passing of the “golden days” when kids were more respectful and better 

behaved. Strange enough, these are also the teachers who tend to share the most colorful 

stories in the teacher’s lounge recounting outrageous student misbehavior. 

 My background and continually evolving subjectivity clearly influence my 

present attitude toward teaching and student motivation. Consequently, they had some 

influence in the way I interpreted my research data. For the past four years, I have been 
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developing a conceptual framework through which I can view student motivation. As I 

learn more and continue to develop professionally, I adjust my views and transform the 

framework to fit my new insights.  

 For a pilot study leading up to this dissertation (Culligan, 2000), I interviewed and 

observed an eighth grade boy over a period of two years. During the 1999-2000 school 

year, Mark was my social studies student. The bulk of my data were collected during this 

time period. After failing math and science, Mark was retained for the 2000-2001 school 

year. Though Mark was not on my academic team during his second eighth-grade year, 

we maintained our relationship by meeting weekly for informal breakfast and 

conversation. During this time, I acted as his mentor.  

In spite of his teachers’ best efforts, Mark would go weeks at a time without 

turning in assignments in some of his classes. On the contrary, though, he sometimes 

chose to engage in full force. An anomaly of sorts, Mark is a typical adolescent. During 

the times when he chose to engage in his own learning, he learned very well and achieved 

at an above average level. To his bewildered and frustrated teachers, understanding 

Mark’s hot and cold behaviors seemed to be an unsolvable mystery. What were Mark’s 

reasons for engaging in some activities while completely ignoring others?  

Mark’s attitudes toward his subjects were quite complicated. At one point, he told 

me that his favorite subject during the seventh grade year was science. Later, he 

discussed his dislike for his eighth grade science class. Though Mark’s attitude toward 

eighth grade science was quite different from his attitude toward seventh grade science, it 

was not difficult to figure out why. His seventh grade science teacher used more hands-

on activities than his eighth grade teacher. When asked about his seventh grade science 
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class, Mark’s demeanor was more animated, especially when he talked about dissection 

of animals. Throughout the study, Mark attributed his positive attitude and passing grades 

in seventh grade science to the teacher and her teaching strategies. During one interview, 

Mark told me that he was (at the time) trying harder in his eighth grade science class due 

to his mother’s threat of punishment. The reality was, however, that his effort and grades 

had remained consistently poor in this academic subject throughout the year.  

For Mark, a positive classroom climate was important, serving as a background 

for other types of motivation. A negative classroom climate dictated by the teacher (as 

perceived by him) precluded other types of motivation. Without a positive classroom 

climate, Mark was almost completely turned off in a class. The perceived relationship 

with the teacher was the cornerstone of Mark’s perception of the classroom climate. 

Though his eighth grade science teacher was very concerned for Mark’s welfare, Mark 

perceived differently. He perceived the teacher’s serious demeanor as a mean and 

uncaring attitude. 

As important as classroom climate was to Mark’s motivation, I concluded that 

this alone would not govern his success or failure. It simply served as the backdrop to 

complement other possible types of intrinsic motivation. Mark went to the same teacher 

for math and language arts classes. Though the climate was similar in each class, other 

issues influenced his motivation. Since Mark had been struggling with math for years, he 

perceived that learning the subject was out of his control. His reaction to this external 

locus of control was to quit trying. Mark felt that he was unable to understand 

mathematical concepts, and therefore he put forth little or no effort. In the end, math was 

the main reason for Mark’s retention in the eighth grade. 
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Compared with his science and math classes, Mark enjoyed success in social 

studies and language arts. Overall, Mark said that he was highly motivated to engage in 

activities that allowed him to get physically and/or emotionally involved, regardless of 

which class. His social studies and language arts classes provided these opportunities 

more often than did math and science. Mark’s comments showed some evidence that 

hands-on-projects made him feel a sense of self-efficacy as well. Other activities that 

Mark found engaging were those that involved group work. Mark revealed a tendency 

towards social constructivism. He described how it was easier for him to understand and 

make sense of the material when he was able to talk it over with others in the class. Mark 

described bookwork and other types of individual seatwork as his least favorite activities. 

In addition, shallow perceptions of the real-life usage for his academic content areas may 

have had grave implications on his motivational level at school. The only subjects he did 

well in were those that he simply enjoyed on a more regular basis.  

 Mark was a student who had the ability to learn at high levels, but often chose not 

to engage in his own learning. Probing interviews, triangulated with observations and 

archival data, helped me to understand more about why Mark chose to engage in some 

activities while not choosing to engage in others. There are students like Mark in just 

about every classroom in America. On a lesser scale, average and high achieving students 

choose to put forth more effort on some assignments (or in some classes) than others. 

What are their reasons for choosing to do this? 

 My school’s covenant (see Appendix A) is similar to most school mission 

statements. The belief that underlies most of the declarations in the document states “all 

children can learn.” Though each student may master content to varying degrees at each 
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developmental level, everybody can learn. The key word in the sentence above is “can.” 

In one classroom, a student might be engaged and learning regularly, whereas in another 

classroom, the child might avoid or refuse to engage in an activity. The difference 

between choosing to engage and choosing not to engage in learning is the motivation of 

the participant. While behavior is almost always motivated, it is also almost always 

biologically, culturally, and situationally determined as well (Maslow, 1943). The 

popular phrase, “You can lead a horse to water, but you can’t make him drink” (John 

Heywood as quoted in Bartlett, 1980) was coined more than 400 years ago. Tried and 

true, it still applies in classrooms throughout the United States today. 

 Oldfather (1991) conducted a qualitative longitudinal research study on 

motivation that highlighted student perceptions. The centrality of the concept of 

perception in her research question, “What are students’ perceptions of their own 

reasons/purposes for being or not being involved in learning activities?” and her 

methodology had profound influence on the development of my own study. A student’s 

perception of his or her own experiences is the reality in which he or she lives 

(Williamson, 1996). Consequently, hearing what qualities of their learning experience 

middle school students perceive to be motivating should provide adults with a window 

into the adolescent world. The purpose of my study was to examine student ideas about 

school life, their perceptions of their classroom climates, their perceptions of their 

experiences at school, and their interactions with those around them in order to 

understand what qualities in their learning environment influence their motivation to 

learn. These perceptions are important because of the influence they may have on the 

students’ motivation to engage in learning and academic achievement.  
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 My research is intended to enrich the body of research in the continuing inquiry in 

school related motivation. The collection and analysis of the perception-laden data was 

guided by a conceptual framework that will be introduced later in the literature review. 

This framework served as an overarching structure to organize the ideas and concepts 

described by the plethora of related theories and research studies, and was used as a 

means to help guide my data collection and coordinate my analysis. 

 Since my study illustrated in-depth and meaningful data that were derived from 

the students' perceptions, my primary concern was to identify school conditions that 

promote or discourage student motivation. With this goal in mind, I did not exclude any 

element my participants perceived as influential to their motivation. If my analysis had 

revealed important data that could not be readily organized within my framework, I was 

ready to adjust the framework accordingly. I will build upon the qualitative works of 

Oldfather (1991, 1992, 1993) and others by focusing upon both positive and negative 

aspects of school that influence student motivation to engage in their own learning. In 

addition, my focus upon student perceptions through the lens of this conceptual 

framework incorporates first-person insight that can help academic researchers and 

classroom teachers to think about the idea and practice of motivation.  

Research Question 

• What are middle school students’ reasons for choosing to engage or not to engage 

in their own learning in school? 



 

 

CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

As a complicated process involving intellectual, perceptual, emotional, and socio-

cultural aspects to varying degrees, motivation is a difficult concept to understand. 

Attempting to understand complex issues such as perception and motivation, a person is 

not likely to be able to understand goal-oriented behavior in achievement situations 

without recourse to theories about invisible processes that include cognition. Graham and 

Weiner (1989) define “theory” as a network of constructs that are related to one another 

by a precise set of rules, with some or all of these constructs linked by the use of relevant, 

clear, and consistent terminology. The objective of motivational theory is to develop a 

language, an explanatory system, a conceptual representation, or what is more commonly 

termed a theory, that is applicable across many domains of behavior and provides insights 

about why behavior is initiated, maintained, and directed. 

There are two prominent, often polarized positions researchers adopt in relation to 

“why” certain behaviors are initiated. They are extrinsic and intrinsic motivation. 

Extrinsic motivation is based upon the belief that positive reinforcers as consequences of 

behavior increase the probability of a behavior, whereas negative reinforcers decrease the 

probability of a behavior. Extrinsic motivation has been studied and defended by 

behaviorists throughout the 20th Century (Cameron & Pierce, 1994, 1996; Hull, 1934; and 

Skinner, 1950). Deci (1975) describes intrinsic motivation as learning and mastery that 
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are being sought for their own sake. This definition does not address the learners’ 

purposes, and may be slightly misleading. Other researchers have explored the influence 

of various intrinsic motivators such as needs (Glasser, 1986), search for competence 

(Dweck, 1989), curiosity and a search for understanding (Oldfather, 1992), student 

choice (Pate, Homestead and McGinnis, 1997), and student interest (Hootstein, 1994).  

 Although there is some recent literature that supports extrinsic motivation to 

enhance learning (Cameron and Pierce, 1994, 1996), there is an ongoing debate among 

current researchers concerning the effectiveness of extrinsic rewards. In fact, much of the 

literature focuses on debunking rewards as motivators. Kohn (1997) claims that 

advocates of extrinsic rewards endorse a view of education that is unpleasant and a 

curriculum that is unappealing. Many researchers claim either that extrinsic rewards are 

unnecessary (Horn, 1991; Schaps & Lewis, 1991), ineffective (Kohn, 1994), or that they 

undermine intrinsic motivation (Deci & Ryan, 1987; Kohn, 1993a, 1993b, 1996; Lepper, 

Keavney, & Drake, 1996; Ryan & Deci, 1996). Dozens of studies were cited by Kohn 

(1993a) to show that people expecting to receive a reward for completing a task simply 

did not perform as well as those who expected nothing tangible. The offer of rewards can 

elicit temporary compliance in many cases, but are ineffective in helping children to 

become caring, responsible people or lifelong, self-directed learners (Fantuzzo, 

Rohrbeck, Hightower, & Work, 1991).  

Some behaviorists claim that extrinsic rewards do not undermine intrinsic 

motivation. Cameron and Pierce (1994) conducted a meta-analysis using 20 years of 

research concerning the effects of extrinsic motivators (rewards) on intrinsic motivation. 

They analyzed the results of nearly 100 research studies and concluded that, overall, 
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extrinsic rewards do not undermine intrinsic motivation. The results of the meta-analysis 

indicated that rewards may be used effectively to enhance or maintain an individual's 

intrinsic interest in activities. Ryan and Deci (1996), Lepper et al. (1996), and Kohn 

(1996) claimed that the meta-analysis was: (a) biased, (b) flawed, (c) overly simplistic, 

and (d) a misrepresentation of the literature. Ryan and Deci argued that the results are 

over generalized simply to back up behaviorist philosophy so teachers will have no 

reason to resist implementing incentive systems in their classrooms. They claimed that 

the results were inaccurate and irresponsible, and that the meta-analysis ignored 

situations where extrinsic rewards are detrimental to intrinsic motivation. In response, 

Cameron and Pierce (1996) acknowledged that teachers need to monitor the conditions 

under which extrinsic rewards are used. They conceded that tangible rewards may have a 

slight negative effect on effort when given under a contingent basis without regard to a 

student's level of performance.  

I have included this well documented debate to illustrate the controversy and 

divergence of opinions within the research field of academic motivation. I take the stance 

that a researcher of motivation does not necessarily need to take a position by defining 

his research as either extrinsic or intrinsic. In fact, I believe that these two types of 

motivation often work hand-in-hand, and in some cases may actually enhance one 

another. Though some of the ideas and theories that I will describe below clearly fall into 

one camp or the other, the majority of theories take some of each into account.  
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I have arranged the literature review into two major sections: 

• An historical review of some influential and relevant ideas and theories related to 

motivation;  

• My conceptual framework encompassing relevant research on motivation. 

Historical Review 

The ideas and theories that follow were chosen based upon their ability to 

illustrate major concepts that have been investigated in the fields of learning and 

motivation. Other theories certainly exist, and this review is not intended to imply that 

those examined are the only important or influential theories available for appraisal. In 

addition, this review is not intended to explain every subtle nuance that might distinguish 

each theory from similar ones. I have included learning theories as well as motivational 

theories because of the relationship between learning and motivation in the school 

setting. 

Hull’s Drive Theory  

One of the early dominant motivational constructs is called drive theory (Hull, 

1934). It was created by a robotics engineer named Clark Hull, and was based upon the 

stimulus-response bond between physiological need and behaviors intended to offset the 

need. Hull believed that drive (motivation) resulted from physiological disequilibrium 

and the innate desire of an organism to return to a more pleasant state of equilibrium. 

Seeing behavior as proof of motivation, Hull theorized that an organism needs energy and 

direction to create motivation. Hull believed that behaviors reinforced with positive 

results would strengthen this bond and result in the establishment of habits (Hull, 1934). 

He used a multiplicative formula to symbolize this relationship:  
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Behavior = Drive X Habit 

 Drive signifies the energy (based upon the physiological disequilibrium and the 

desire to return to equilibrium) and habit (based upon prior reinforced behaviors) 

indicates the direction that together would determine what the behavior would be. He 

theorized that if there were no drive, nothing would happen. Any number times zero 

equals zero. Habit times zero (drive) equals zero. There would be no desire to act at all, 

and thus, no motivation. 

 Hull’s occupation (robotics engineer) and his propensity for mathematical 

formula influenced his epistemology. Words he used such as “proof,” “stimulus-

response,” “physiological,” and “organism” help to give a reader of his theory a good 

idea of his stance. Hull’s theory is very basic, focusing upon “organisms” as opposed to 

human cognition. Though drive theory is outdated and has few present-day followers, it 

is a valuable stepping-stone to later theories. It appears that concepts from a number of 

prior theories are taken into consideration as researchers develop newer ones. Most 

outdated theories can help researchers to understand more about the human mind, even if 

they are fundamentally flawed. 

B.F. Skinner: Experimental Psychology and Behaviorism  

Skinner (1950) contended that the use of theory is a refuge from the data. 

Viewing himself as an empiricist, he maintained that those who are interested in a science 

of behavior will insist that learning is a change in behavior. He stated that when other 

researchers attribute behavior to a neural (physical) or mental (psychological) event, they 

are likely to forget that they still have the task of accounting for the neural or mental 

event. A hard-core behaviorist, Skinner said that researchers who study cognition as a 
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cause of behavior are sidestepping the real issue. He believed that when an animal acts in 

a given way because it expects to receive food, then the task of accounting for learned 

behavior becomes the task of accounting for expectancy. His argument was that 

researchers cannot account for invisible cognitive processes, and should not be in the 

business of interpreting them, either.  

Skinner’s experimental approach to motivation should be applauded for what it 

represents: stimulus-response and modification of basic behavior. In relation to the 

concept of learning, Skinner (1950) stated that the dimensions of the change must spring 

from the behavior itself, and that they must not be imposed by an external judgment of 

success or failure. Judgment is crucial to my way of thinking, and judgment is crucial in 

understanding motivation. 

Lewin’s Field Theory  

Lewin’s Field Theory incorporates intrinsic motivational factors, but is grounded 

in extrinsic belief. Lewin stated that behavior is determined by a combination of both the 

person and the environment around them (see Graham & Weiner, 1996, for a complete 

review). This theory is similar to Hull’s theory (both are based upon needs), but is a bit 

more complicated because it includes Gestalt language, the concept of perception, and 

human cognition. Lewin believed that a person’s need or desire creates tension. The 

concept of tension is similar to the disequilibrium concept described by Hull (1934), the 

uncertainty portrayed by Dewey (1916, 1933), the disequilibrium depicted by Piaget 

(1967), and the sustained contextual support illustrated by Sheurman (1995). Field theory 

asserts that if attaining a certain goal can ease this tension, then the goal becomes 

attractive. Lewin called this attractiveness “positive valence.” The stronger the need, the 



 18 

stronger the tension will be. The final piece to Lewin’s puzzle involves psychological 

distance from the goal. The closer a person feels he or she is to the goal, the stronger the 

magnitude of motivation. The further away a person feels he or she is, the weaker the 

magnitude.  

Like Hullian theory, field theory has a complicated mathematical equation 

associated with it. I have chosen not to include it in this review. By focusing upon needs, 

Lewinian theory has some common characteristics with the drive theory, but it also has 

commonalities with more modern theories. Since this theory is based on goals 

influencing behavior, I have categorized it under extrinsic motivation. In my opinion, 

though, the focus on human cognition and perception makes for a more plausible theory 

than the previous two. Still, motivation is too complex for a one-dimensional construct.  

Atkinson’s Theory of Achievement Motivation  

Atkinson’s theory of achievement motivation is based upon expectancy-value 

theory, the idea that people base their decisions to pursue a course of behavior based 

upon the perceived outcomes of taking those actions (Graham & Weiner 1996). This 

basic idea is related to Skinner and Lewin’s views. It differs from Skinner, however, in its 

assumption that a person will choose a course of action based upon two factors: the 

likelihood that it will lead to the ultimate goal, and his or her perception of the goal’s 

subjective value. Skinner is completely unconcerned with cognitive processes such as 

subjective value. Atkinson’s theory states that a person’s decision to approach an 

achievement-related goal is a product of three factors: the motive for success, the 

probability that the person will succeed, and the perceived incentive-value of success. 

Though this theory is a bit more complicated and uses different language, it is similar to 
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Lewin’s field theory (e.g., mathematical equation, perception, probability of success, 

cognition). The vague idea of “motive for success” is mainly what differentiates the two. 

If researchers knew what “caused this,” perhaps the magic answer would have been 

found. Though he did not mention a particular theory by name, Skinner’s (1950) criticism 

of cognitive theory might be applied to Atkinson’s motive for success.  

Attribution Theory  

Attribution theory is in line with the expectancy-value approach. In this theory, 

perceptions of cause and effect are temporal processes that begin with an incident and 

end with some behavior or behavioral intention (Graham & Weiner, 1996). Attribution 

theorists believe that humans are primitive scientists who are attempting to determine the 

causes of success and failure. Some of the most prevalent inferred causes of success and 

failure are ability, effort, task ease or difficulty, luck, mood, and help or hindrance from 

others. Weiner (1986) identified three dimensions of causality. They are locus of control, 

stability, and controllability.  

A person’s perception of internal locus of control or external locus of control will 

determine if a person is proud in the wake of success, or ashamed in the wake of failure. 

If a person believes that forces outside herself determined success in a situation, then she 

will not likely feel proud. After all, her contributions had nothing to do with it. On the 

other hand, if a person feels that she has contributed to a successful situation, then the 

locus of control is internal, and she is likely to feel pride. The opposite is true as well. If a 

person feels that the cause of a failing situation was determined by causes outside 

himself, then he will not likely feel shame. If he feels that he caused the failure, then 

shame is the probable result. 
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Perception of causal stability plays an important role as well. If a student 

perceives that her math grades are good because she has strong math abilities, then she is 

likely to believe that she will make good grades in math tomorrow. In this case, she 

perceives that her ability is strong and her perception of causality is stable. If she 

perceives that she is not a strong math student and today makes a good grade, she is still 

unlikely to expect good grades tomorrow. In that case, her perception of causality is not 

stable.  

In attribution theory, Graham and Weiner (1996) link the controllability 

dimension of causality with emotion, specifically anger, guilt, pity, and shame. Different 

emotions are linked with the perceived causes of failure. A student might be angry with 

his teacher when he fails a test if he perceives that the cause of the failure is the teacher. 

This “external locus of control” leads to the emotion of anger. On the other hand, a 

person might be ashamed of himself if he attributes his failure to his lack of ability. They 

state that people can also be motivated (or unmotivated) by the reactions of others. In the 

face of failure, if a student sees pity on the face of a teacher, he is likely to attribute his 

failure to a lack of ability. If he sees anger, he is likely to attribute his lack of success to 

laziness or lack of effort.  

Attribution theory addresses Skinner’s (1950) criticism of cognitive theory by 

illustrating some of the “invisible processes” he refers to. The hypothetical internal 

processes described by this theory are more detailed and much improved in comparison 

to the earlier theories reviewed. The cognitive operations and their relationships with 

each other and motivation have been influential in the construction of my own conceptual 

framework. 
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Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs  

The hierarchy of needs (Maslow, 1943) is based upon the same concept as Hull’s 

drive theory and Lewin’s field theory. Like Lewin’s, Maslow’s theory moves beyond 

organisms and is concerned exclusively with human beings. One of Maslow’s thirteen 

basic principles states that motivation theory should be human-centered rather than 

animal-centered. He also believed that motivation theory is not the same as behavior 

theory. While behavior is almost always motivated, it is also almost always biologically, 

culturally, and situationally determined. Maslow theorized that humans are motivated by 

unsatisfied needs, and that certain lower needs need to be satisfied before higher needs 

can be satisfied. He categorized human needs into the following hierarchy: physiological, 

safety/security, social/affiliation, esteem, and self-actualization. It seems that Maslow 

understood the limitations of his theory. He commented that his theory should be 

considered only a suggested program or a framework for future research, and should 

stand or fall based upon that future research. 

I have incorporated features of Maslow’s Hierarchy of needs in my own present 

conceptual framework on motivation. I believe that meeting a student’s specific and 

individual needs allows the student to grow. The hierarchy incorporates aspects of both 

drive and field theories as well. Hull (1934) might consider Maslow’s needs to be 

specific hierarchical grounds for the phenomenon he labeled “disequilibrium.” Lewin 

might see them leading to the “tension” illustrated in field theory (Graham & Weiner, 

1996). Maslow was able to expand upon the basics of physiological needs, while 

incorporating social and cognitive needs like self-esteem and self-actualization. The 

higher needs are of a more intrinsic nature. 
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Where is the line drawn between intrinsic and extrinsic motivation? Is Maslow’s 

hierarchy of needs a purely intrinsic motivational theory? Does pure intrinsic motivation 

even exist? My comparisons with other, clearly extrinsic theories, have led to these 

questions. If unfulfilled needs influence an individual’s motivation, then learning is not 

occurring due to a desire to know; the behavior is simply to extinguish the need. If that is 

the case, then the cause is extrinsic, even though the need may be inside the person. On 

the other hand, are the needs in Maslow’s hierarchy causes of motivational behavior, or 

does his theory focus mainly upon the idea that lower needs have to be met before higher 

needs? If that is the case, then the meeting of needs is simply a prerequisite for learning. 

Interpretation of the literature is crucial in making this judgment. I interpret the meeting 

of Maslow’s hierarchical needs as a prerequisite to learning in school, not an issue of 

stimulus-response.  

Constructivism  

Constructivism is not a theory on motivation. It is a theory on a way of learning. 

These ideas are currently a popular topic in qualitative research, and are based upon the 

classic works and findings of Dewey, Piaget, Vygotsky, and others. In order for a person 

to construct his or her own knowledge, he or she needs to be motivated to think. In early 

American education, rote learning was seen as the most effective teaching strategy. 

Dewey (1916, 1933) disagreed with that view. He claimed that learning involves 

reflective thinking and experience upon which to build when faced with new material. 

Rote learning requires little or no reflection by the student. Constructivists believe that 

students need to be active in their learning. Dewey believed that reflective thinking often 

originates with confusion or doubt, leading the child to search for a solution. This desire 
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(motivation) to find a solution and make connections is the guiding force in our thinking 

and learning, and this inquisitive experience plays a crucial role in solving these 

problems. 

 Piaget is known for theorizing about stages of biological development, but he also 

proposed two principles of child cognitive development: organization and adaptation 

(Piaget, 1967). Organization refers to the human predisposition to distribute information 

into related structures within the mind. Adaptation occurs when learners experience 

cognitive conflict. If a discrepancy arises between what a person believes and what he is 

experiencing, then he will search for equilibrium (similar to Hull and Lewin) through 

assimilation and accommodation. The person will assimilate, or incorporate, new 

information into already existing cognitive structures. Accommodation involves the 

formation of additional structures within the organization of the mind when new 

information or experiences do not fit into already existing ones. As humans assimilate 

and accommodate, they incorporate new information by relating it to their existing 

knowledge and personal experiences. They construct knowledge. As they attempt to 

assimilate and accommodate, they are learning. Though Piaget terms these “principles of 

child cognitive development,” they are recognizable in cognitive growth during 

adulthood as well as childhood. 

Vygotsky’s (1978, 1986) position was more focused upon the influence of social 

interaction on learning and the influence of learning on development. He argued that 

language and culture have a powerful influence on learning. He believed that children 

learn from others and develop by listening to speech and attempting to imitate. As the 

child’s linguistic ability propagates, new information is internalized into inner speech or 
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thoughts. He maintained that humans need language in order to think. He also argued that 

learning takes place through discussion and social interaction. Social interaction is also 

influenced by culture. Though Vygotsky might have agreed with Piaget (1967) that 

knowledge is constructed, they would probably disagree over which came first, the 

chicken or the egg. Piaget believed that development is a prerequisite to learning, while 

Vygotsky argued that learning leads to development. Vygotsky’s theories led to a form of 

constructivism called social constructivism.  

One piece of Vygotsky’s (1978, 1986) work that has important implications for 

education is a phenomenon called the Zone of Proximal Development. He theorized that 

there is typically a period of time when a person is introduced to a new concept or skill 

that he can accomplish more with help than independently. A person can be led through 

the Zone of Proximal Development with the help of a competent peer or adult. 

Negotiation of this phenomenon eventually leads to a time when the person can master 

the skill independently. Later interpreters of Vygotsky called this process of guiding the 

learner from what he or she presently knows to what he or she needs to know 

“scaffolding.”  

Dewey, Piaget, and Vygotsky agreed that strategies like rote learning restrict the 

individual’s ability to learn and think. They also agreed that learning is an active process 

that requires people to search for meaning. In addition, they also believe that the stronger 

the significance of a problem, the stronger the motivation to search for knowledge. As 

someone interested in knowing what factors influence a person in choosing to engage in 

some academic endeavors while not engaging in others, my own philosophy matches 

with these aspects of their beliefs.  
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ARCS Model  

The ARCS model is included because of Keller’s synthesis of multiple theories 

and perspectives, not necessarily out of agreement with his foundation. It is perhaps less 

well known than the other theories that I have reviewed. Keller (1983) discussed the 

availability of a wide array of approaches to studying motivation and his decision to 

construct a synthesis as a foundation for building a motivational design model. He stated 

that the ARCS model is grounded in expectancy-theory. Keller also discussed the 

“continued development (p. 11)” of his model. Keller reflected that his model was in a 

constant state of evolution. He saw motivational theory as a cross between behaviorism, 

cognitive psychology, personality psychology, and humanistic psychology.  

The ARCS model (Keller, 1983) defines four major conditions (attention, 

relevance, confidence, and satisfaction) that have to be met for people to become and 

remain motivated. As an application-oriented model, it uses theory in a practical manner. 

It is a system for improving the motivational appeal of instructional materials, of 

instructor behavior, and of the way in which lessons are designed. Keller claims that it is 

fairly easy to gain attention, but sustaining it is the real challenge for a teacher. Arousing 

curiosity and stimulating student interest are recommended. Instructors normally try to 

convince students that the content is relevant by making the instruction seem germane to 

present or future career opportunities. Keller believes that relevance can come from the 

way material is taught, and that teachers should focus upon teaching strategies. 

Confidence refers to a person’s belief that if he tries to do something he will succeed, and 

is best illustrated by the story of the little choo-choo train that said, “I think I can, I think 

I can.” Keller believes that a job well done will make a person feel better, and therefore 
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become more motivated to complete the job. This category, which he calls “satisfaction,” 

is less clear than the others. At first glance, expectancy value theories are differing forms 

of cognitive behaviorism. Individuals are still looking for some type of reward in return 

for participating in an activity, just a less tangible one. The more complex theories 

become harder to categorize within either the intrinsic or extrinsic schools of thought. In 

a sense, cognitive behaviorism combines both concepts.  

My Conceptual Framework 

Introduction 

 I have searched existing literature in an attempt to learn what others have learned 

about the concept of motivation. As I study each theory (old or new), I can’t help but 

appreciate the amount of thought that must have gone into every one of them. With this 

in mind, I have a hard time tossing out any of the theories completely. Seemingly 

conflicting theories often share commonalities. My conceptual framework is based upon 

my present epistemological stance, and is subject to change as my stance changes. 

 In my review of literature, I have noticed that, despite differences in terminology, 

certain pieces of motivational literature are distinctly related and logically connected by 

their research focus. They are linked by their focus on specific concepts under study. 

Seeing some factors of extrinsic as well as intrinsic motivation within most aspects of 

motivation, I suggest four major categories of motivational research, each of which is 

more likely to be implemented successfully within a classroom with a positive climate. 

The categories are: 

• Perceived student needs, in which personal needs, physical or psychological, are 

seen as the core of motivation 
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• Locus of control-self efficacy, in which a person’s perception of his or her own 

ability and behaviors as the means to success or failure either motivates or does 

not motivate them to engage in an activity 

• Relevance-content value, in which student perception of the relative importance 

of the material is of utmost concern 

• Student interest vs. disinterest, which focuses upon student perception of the 

interesting nature of the subject matter vs. the perceived disinteresting nature of 

the subject matter.  

In my proposed conceptual framework on motivation, classroom climate should be 

viewed as the background that is likely to influence student perceptions during the 

implementation of the other four concepts (see Figure 1). 

 Many theories, frameworks, constructs, ideas, and empirical studies discuss 

similar concepts related to motivation, yet vary in terminology as well as organization. 

Although some researchers have attempted to isolate one or more or these concepts, in 

natural educational settings it is virtually impossible to completely insulate each of them 

from outside influences. Further, many researchers attempt to simplify motivation by 

lumping several of the conceptual categories listed above into one-dimensional 

constructs. Some aspects of each motivational category admittedly may fit under the 

umbrella of more than one. My proposed conceptual framework is not intended to imply 

that this is the only way to view educational motivation. It is simply an attempt to 

organize relevant literature and research into categories with similar characteristics. 
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Classroom Climate  

A wide variety of educational anthropology studies have been conducted on the 

influence of school culture. Many of these studies concentrated on specific ethnic groups 

(e.g. Delgado-Gaitan, 1996; Gibson, 1987), racial groups (e.g. Ladson-Billings, 1994), 
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oppositional groups (e.g. Willis, 1977), or school cliques (e.g. Canaan, 1987). Each of 

these studies are more anthropological in nature, and concentrate upon individuals and 

groups within the realm of overall school culture.  

The focus of the classroom climate section of the literature review will be on how 

specific qualities of middle school classrooms might influence an individual’s 

motivation. The components of middle school classrooms that will be focused upon in 

this section include the roles teachers and students play, expectations and norms, the 

quality of interactions between teacher and student, and the quality of interactions 

between student and student. Each of these components is important within the realm of 

how individual students perceive them. Researchers have identified classroom climate 

and these specific aspects of classroom climate within the literature by a number of 

names such as environment, atmosphere, and culture. I have incorporated these under the 

category of classroom climate. 

A teacher’s job description generally includes the creation and implementation of 

lesson plans. As important as the lessons are, a student’s perception of his or her 

relationship with those around them should not be underestimated. Valued participation 

in community is an important motive throughout life (Goodenow, 1991). Perception of 

valued participation leads to a sense of belonging. Goodenow describes this belonging in 

school as situation-specific. If this is so, a student might feel a strong sense of belonging 

in one classroom, and just as strong a sense of alienation in another.  

 Keller et al. (1978) distinguish between trait anxiety and state anxiety. A trait is a 

lasting characteristic of an individual, whereas a state is a temporary condition. The need 

to belong in school is considered a state-of-being rather than a personality trait. 
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Belonging in an educational setting is a matter of individual perception. As groups and 

situations change, so does the perception of belonging. Perceived friendliness from others 

and a sense of being personally valued are necessary, but are only part of the formula 

needed to obtain “psychological membership” in a classroom group. Goodenow (1991) 

maintains that belonging is clearly related to class climate, social competence, 

sociometric status, and perceived social support. Psychological membership in school 

classes can be conceptualized as involving the perception of socially and academically 

supportive relationships with both teachers and with other students, relationships in 

which respect, encouragement, and acceptance are hallmarks. The quality of relationships 

between teacher and student is crucial. Van Hoose (1991) asserts that it is the most 

important element of middle school education. 

 Colsant (1995) illustrates a teacher’s personal and cultural evolutionary journey, 

providing a brilliant example of how situational classroom climate can influence student 

motivation to engage in learning. After 17 years of teaching, Colsant found himself 

dealing unsuccessfully with difficult students in an introductory French class. During the 

early months of one school year, Colsant tried communicate what he perceived as the 

value of the official curriculum. He did this in an attempt to use it as motivational 

leverage while disregarding the individuality of students in his class. Students responded 

with detachment and resistance-not only to the French curriculum, but to Colsant as well.  

After painful self-reflection, Colsant (1995) came to the conclusion that he could 

not control his students, and that his autocratic disposition was exacerbating the hostility 

the students felt toward him and his curriculum. He depicts a clearly uncomfortable but 

necessary teacher metamorphosis. He made peace with the students in his class by openly 
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exposing his vulnerability, and invited them to participate as collaborators. He became 

more responsive to the students first by listening to them. This change in demeanor led to 

a change in his relationship with the students, the climate of his classroom, and finally, a 

change within himself. After giving up the illusion of control, Colsant’s teaching 

strategies began to involve students on a more meaningful level. Though he was not able 

to influence his entire class on a daily basis, most of his students responded.  

 In a longitudinal study, Oldfather and McLaughlin (1993) found that students’ 

motivation to learn in an elementary classroom was closely related to three elements of 

the classroom culture: (a) honored voice, (b) collaborative construction of meaning, and 

(c) shared ownership of knowing through epistemological empowerment. “Honored 

voice” is a condition of deep responsiveness within the classroom culture to students’ 

oral, written, and artistic self-expression. Through honored voice the community of 

learners invites, listens, responds to, and acts upon students’ thoughts, feelings, interests, 

and needs (Oldfather, 1993). Muth and Alverman (1999) would agree. They contend that 

individuals can learn meaningfully only when they play an active role in the construction 

of their knowledge. The goal of the constructivist teacher, maintain Muth and Alverman, 

is not to transmit information, but rather to facilitate individuals’ cognitive development 

(p. 29). As students attempt to construct their own meaning in a classroom, real learning 

occurs when they feel epistemologically empowered to judge the validity of, and to make 

their own sense out of new information. As students in Oldfather and McLaughlin’s study 

entered the junior high school, their continuing impulse to learn was adversely affected 

by a dilution of relationships between teacher and student.  
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 Pergande and Thorkildsen (1995) maintain that, in a responsive classroom 

community, students should respect one another, listen to one another, and work to help 

everyone feel included. Teachers at a school in Milwaukee stated to researchers that they 

believe conversation plays an important role in socialization. They were concerned 

because their students appeared to have trouble carrying on meaningful curricular 

conversation in class. Students often strayed from the topic and did not take turns. After 

concentrating on speech skills, they found that the students were reluctant to use the 

newly acquired speech skills in the classroom. Originally, they theorized that self-esteem 

hindered student application of these speech skills. They found though, that it was a lack 

of freedom to converse about topics of interest that caused this lack of enthusiasm. Once 

the students were invited to direct their own meaningful conversations, they were willing 

to practice the newly acquired speech skills. Surprising the teachers, students were 

already to respect one another within this new responsive classroom climate. 

Pierce (1994) studied a teacher in an urban setting with a high at-risk population. 

This teacher created a classroom climate that nurtured the emotional needs of her 

students by showing care, respect, and physical closeness. Pierce determined that this 

climate diminished the possibility of failure in the teacher’s room, and helped her 

students to develop a sense of safety and security. The climate of a classroom is directly 

related to students’ social attitude. If a student learns through social intercourse, as social 

constructivists believe (Oldfather & McLaughlin, 1993; Oldfather & Dahl 1995; Von 

Glaserfeld, 1996), then the classroom climate will have a major effect on a student’s 

learning. 
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While this literature is closely related to literature about student needs, I chose to 

separate them and identify the classroom climate as a unique category. Classroom climate 

serves as the backdrop for much more than the students’ needs. If a teacher desires for his 

or her students to socially construct knowledge in the classroom, it is crucial for that 

teacher to create and work to maintain the appropriate social climate in the classroom. 

This climate should support the concepts of honored voice, collaborative construction of 

meaning, and shared ownership of knowing through epistemological empowerment of the 

students.  

Student Needs  

The various theories embracing student needs and the relationship of these needs 

with student desire to learn can be traced back to drive theory (Hull, 1934) and field 

theory (Lewin, in Graham & Weiner, 1996), and the hierarchy of needs (Maslow, 1943). 

Out of the four research categories, I see this category as having the closest bond with 

classroom climate. Many student needs can actually be met by the way that a teacher sets 

up his or her classroom. Others may be met through the structure of an academic team.  

 Glasser's Control Theory (1986) is based on the idea that people’s motivation is 

controlled by their needs. His definition of people’s needs include belonging, love, 

gaining power, having fun, and being free. Glasser contends that a student whose needs 

are not being met will pay very little attention to academic subjects. His definition of 

“needs” crosses the borders of the categories established in this review of literature. The 

needs to belong and to be loved are important aspects of social constructivism, and would 

be more effective under certain classroom cultural conditions. A person’s need for 

“gaining power” could possibly be placed under the category of locus of control-self 
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efficacy, whereas the need for “having fun” could be placed under student interest and 

arousal seeking. Glasser might argue, however, that each of the factors associated with 

my categories is simply fulfilling student needs, and therefore fits neatly under the 

umbrella of his control theory.  

 Goodenow (1991) maintains that the need to feel a sense of belonging and valued 

participation in community is often stronger than other motives. She claims that such 

belonging can have a greater impact on classroom effort than even the intrinsic value and 

interest that students hold for their academic subjects. The association between belonging 

is higher for some academic subject classes, for example low-consensus subjects such as 

social studies, which require participation in open discussion and may emphasize 

students' ability to interact easily with others. 

 In the Michigan Adolescence Study, Eccles, Wigfield, Midgley, Reuman, Mac 

Iver, and Feldlaufer (1993) blended the idea of student needs with school and classroom 

climate. They conducted a large-scale 2-year, four-wave longitudinal study of the effects 

of change in school and classroom environments on early adolescents' achievement-

related beliefs, motives, values, and behaviors. The focus of the research was on how 

changes in classroom environments and teacher beliefs in the elementary to middle 

school transition related to changes in student motivation. The theoretical foundation of 

the study was the "Stage-Environment Fit" theory (Eccles & Midgley, 1989). Eccles and 

Midgley contend that there may be a mismatch between early adolescent student needs 

and the typical junior high classroom atmosphere. Eccles et al. (1993) found evidence of 

an increase in teacher control and between-classroom ability grouping, and a decrease in 

teacher efficacy and the quality of teacher/student relationships between the sixth grade 
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elementary math classroom and the junior high math classroom. In short, the results 

confirmed the proposition that there may be a disparity between the needs of early 

adolescents and the type of school and/or classroom environment offered to them.  

Locus of Control-Self Efficacy  

The concept of "locus of control" refers to a person's expectancy regarding the 

controlling influences on personal successes and failures (Keller, Kelly, & Dodge, 1978). 

People with a stronger internal locus of control will be more motivated than people with 

perspectives of external sources of control. In a given situation, if a person believes that 

his actions will have a direct impact on the success or failure of a task, he is more 

motivated to complete the task to the best of his ability. On the other hand, if he sees the 

result of the situation as out of his control, he is less likely to do this. Weiner (1986) 

mentions locus of control by name, but it is prevalent in all three of his dimensions of 

causality: locus of control, stability, and controllability. In Keller’s ARCS Model, the “C” 

represents a person’s confidence in their abilities.  

 Deci (1975) uses the term “competence” to describe a person’s perspective that he 

has control over a situation. According to the Cognitive Evaluation Theory, Deci 

proposes that activities that enhance a feeling of competence and self-determination are 

intrinsically motivating. Learners need to actively explore situations where they feel 

competent and self-determining. The Cognitive Evaluation Theory (Ryan, Connell, & 

Deci, 1985) addresses the effects of factors such as rewards, external evaluation, 

constraints, and styles of interpersonal communication. It consists of three propositions. 

First, fundamental to intrinsic motivation is the experience of autonomy or agency. Any 

incident that facilitates the perception that a person can control outcome of an activity 
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will increase intrinsic motivation to engage in that activity. Second, any event that 

enhances a person’s perceived competence will tend to increase intrinsic motivation, 

while an event that enhances a person’s incompetence will decrease intrinsic motivation 

to engage in the activity. Third, perception of competence is situational, and subject to 

interpretation by the person choosing or not choosing to engage in an activity. 

 If perception of competence is situational, then it is safe to assume that the 

classroom teacher has the ability to control the variables that help to determine whether 

or not students develop locus of control in a classroom setting. Vallerand, Blais, Briere, 

and Pelletier's study (as cited in Karsenti & Thibert, 1995) showed that non-motivated 

students perceive their actions as caused by forces out of their own control. When a 

person is required by another to complete a task in order to receive a reward, Keller 

(1983) claims that an external force has taken away that person's ability to control his 

own life. This perceived lack of control might create resentment.   

 Webb and Baird (1980) contend that unmotivated students are irresponsible 

learners. These students can be helped to take responsibility by using "norm setting." 

This strategy is a cooperative-decision making process between the students and the 

teacher in order to establish norms of behavior for the classroom. Webb and Baird argue 

that when a teacher uses norm setting, students will gain a sense of ownership in the 

classroom. This concept overlaps the classroom climate domain. Pierce (1994) found that 

student ownership of classroom rules leads to a better understanding of and to 

internalization of these rules. This ownership will increase students' perception of control 

over their own situation. According to the “locus of control” theory, the impression of 
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individual control should increase student motivation to achieve in this particular 

classroom.  

 A classroom teacher who makes material seem overly abstract often wants to 

know how to motivate students to do work. Through my own experiences, I have 

observed that the classroom teacher who makes abstract material seem comprehensible, 

tends to have more motivated students. Making abstract content more concrete or familiar 

is recommended by Hootstein (1994). Analogies and metaphors can show new 

information in already understandable form and context. Hootstein contends that if 

students see a particular topic as clearly understandable, then the student will be more 

likely to make the attempt to complete the activities related to it.  

Relevance-Content Value  

"When will I ever need to know this?" is a common question asked by students in 

school. Students must be engaged in meaningful tasks for efficient learning to take place 

(Brophy, 1982). Hootstein (1994) recommends that the teacher make the intended value 

of learning explicit. Without perceived linkages of material and a sense of its potential 

usefulness, Van Sickle (1990) maintains that students are unmotivated to learn social 

studies. I would argue that that Van Sickle’s ideas might be transferred to other subjects 

as well. The relevance of information, argues Keller (1983), comes from the way material 

is taught, and does not necessarily need to come from the content itself. If the content 

under study is not explicitly important to students, then the teacher should create lessons 

that accentuate the content’s potential significance.  

  Hootstein (1995) maintains that the content and context of what students learn 

from an activity is determined largely from their personal experience. This experience 
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provides students with the information that enables them to bring meaning to the subjects 

they study. Personal meaning, or relevance, is inherent in subject matter only to the 

extent that students have sufficient prior experience that they can relate to it. Dewey 

(1916, 1933) and Piaget (1967) would agree. If teachers do not know their students well, 

it makes it more difficult to link their material to the students’ experiences. If teachers 

link student background experience with subject matter, then students will more likely be 

motivated.  

 While defending his film documentary The Civil War to historians, Burns (1996) 

claimed that history can be brought to life with story, memory, anecdote, and feeling. He 

argued that there is a sense of motivational strength in tapping into people's emotions, 

because emotional connections become a kind of glue which make the most complex of 

past events stick in people's minds and hearts. This may not only lead to long-term 

memory, but to the internalization of subject matter and long-term interest in personal 

research.  

 Dweck (1989) identified two general concepts of orientation to achievement: 

learning orientation and performance orientation. When a student approaches a task with 

a strong learning orientation, he or she tends to be more interested in understanding the 

subject, mastering the objectives of the curriculum, and learning something new. When a 

student tackles a goal with a strong performance orientation, he or she tends to focus on 

obtaining favorable judgments of their ability through such strategies as grades, praise, 

and peer recognition. Research indicates that students tend to shift from a learning 

perspective in the early grades to a more performance-oriented perspective in the later 

grades (Van Sickle, 1996). I would argue that a student might approach two different 
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lessons with varying degrees of each perspective, depending upon the situation. A student 

viewing a lesson from each perspective sees the importance of completing it for different 

reasons. As long as a teacher is aware of the existence of different student ideologies, he 

or she can refer to each on a regular basis.  

Student Interest vs. Disinterest  

Is it necessary for students to be interested in subject matter in order to be 

motivated? The answer to this question is clearly important, since middle school students 

are particularly susceptible to boredom with schoolwork (Rothman, 1990). Out of 25,000 

students surveyed, almost 50% claimed to be bored at least half of the time in school. Are 

interested students more likely to be motivated than disinterested students? Small, Dodge, 

and Jiang, (1996) link emotion with interest, and interest with intrinsic motivation. 

Student interest can be gained by the subject matter, but the means by which students 

pursue a goal is important as well.  

 What is the relationship between arousal, interest, disinterest, and boredom? If 

learning is too difficult or too easy, Farrell (1982) maintains that it is not appropriate and 

time will be wasted. Small, Dodge, and Jiang (1996), found two reasons why a person 

may not be motivated in academic situations: (a) no stimulus (boredom), and (b) anxiety, 

stemming from a perception of the task as too difficult. Although gaining student 

attention is a prerequisite for learning, it is not enough (Keller, 1983). Teachers need to 

sustain a satisfactory level of attention throughout the course. A complementary 

relationship exists between each motivational category; feelings of pleasure and arousal 

are linked to generating and sustaining current learning interest, while competence and 

self-determination are more closely related to fostering a continuing motivation to learn. 
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A student will learn better, Day (1982) argues, when heightened awareness and level of 

attention cause a student to become aroused.  

 Similar strategies were recommended (Kopp, 1982; Hootstein, 1994; Small, 

Dodge, & Jiang, 1996) for teachers with the intent to stimulate, arouse, or make students 

curious by offering novel, surprising, mysterious, incongruous, or uncertain information. 

Curtis and Shaver (1980) assert that discussing controversial issues increases student 

interest in social studies. Hootstein (1993) states that teachers can actually create a 

discrepancy by providing conflictual and paradoxical information. Harden (1991) 

suggests that where the evidence is in conflict, student judgments can be made. Webb and 

Baird (1980) maintain that incongruity leads to deep learning.  

In differing degrees, nearly every theory I described above would subscribe to this 

belief. In drive theory, Hull (1934) claims that organisms strive to maintain equilibrium. 

Hull might argue that conflictual or paradoxical information is likely to produce a state of 

disequilibrium, thus creating drive. Field theory states that a need or desire (could 

paradoxical information create this?) creates tension, thereby causing an individual to 

perceive the need to act. Atkinson’s theory of achievement motivation might see the 

conflict as increasing the subjective value of the information under study, thereby 

satisfying one of the two prerequisites for motivation.  

This category is clearly related to why and how a person acquires knowledge. 

Dewey (1916, 1933) would argue that perceived conflict might be confusing to the 

student, thus leading to reflective thinking. The desire to resolve the conflict and make 

connections might result in a student’s motivation to become active in his search for 

truth. Piaget (1967) would argue that adaptation might occur as the student strives to 
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assimilate and/or accommodate the conflictual information. As the student does this, she 

will need to make judgments on each paradoxical piece of information. The student will 

judge the information based upon her own experiences, preexisting knowledge, and 

perception of the conflict. If one finds something of interest, she will most likely become 

more knowledgeable about it (Csikszentmihalyi, 1978, Gottfried, 1983; Oldfather & 

Dahl, 1994; Oldfather & Wigfield, 1996; Ryan, Connell & Deci, 1985). The concept 

behind Oldfather’s constructivist (1992) “Continuing Impulse to Learn” is clearly evident 

in this assertion. As the student strives to seek true understanding by constructing her 

own perceived truth, she will be active in her own learning. 

Another complementary relationship exists between categories. If incongruity and 

paradoxical information lead to student interest, it cannot move forward into real learning 

if a teacher tells students the correct answer. Students may create their own perceptions 

of truth with encouragement from a constructivist teacher who has created a classroom 

climate where students feel welcome and competent do so. It plays an important role in 

whether or not students will be willing to open themselves up to criticism by partaking in 

discussions on controversial issues in social studies classrooms. Teachers should 

encourage students to share their perspectives, Hahn (1996) argues, by providing an open 

and supportive classroom with a democratic focus.  

 Webb and Baird (1980) make an argument for inquiry-based instruction stating 

that "you cannot give an answer to someone who has not asked the question." Colorful 

instruction that incorporates a variety of attention gaining and maintaining strategies 

appears to be the most effective for generating interest and preventing boredom (Small et 

al., 1996). Harden (1991) recommends that teachers use adolescent fascination with 
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murder, mayhem, and rebellion as a means to arouse adolescent interest in the social 

studies. These recurring themes in social studies may be used to hook student interest, as 

a natural entree to more meaningful study.  

 Teachers can make learning more interesting by using peer tutoring, cooperative 

learning, role playing, simulations, discussions, projects, and tasks with game-like 

features (Hootstein, 1994). Students react adversely to the passive strategies, such as 

teacher-dominated lecture, with which social studies is usually taught (Schug, Todd, & 

Beery, 1984). They prefer instructional strategies that actively engage them in learning. 

To prevent boredom, Hootstein (1993) claims that adolescent students need to pursue 

interests in active ways; they prefer socializing and working with their hands rather than 

merely listening or reading. Vygotsky’s (1978) social constructivist views are consistent 

with Hootstein’s claims. He believed that students learn through social contact. Hootstein 

(1995) identified the 10 most frequently used motivational strategies used by eighth grade 

history teachers. They are: (a) simulations, (b) projects, (c) review games, (d) relation of 

material to real life, (e) historical novels, (f) thought provoking questions, (g) guest 

speakers, (h) videos, (i) cooperative learning, and (j) hands on experiences. In the same 

study, students identified role playing through simulations as the best strategy used by 

teachers, then group discussions, dramatic presentations, watching videos, and review 

games. 

Summary 

 Though a plethora of literature exists on the concept of student motivation, there 

is little agreement among researchers. A number of prominent theories have come and 

gone; yet the influence of nearly all of them persists. I reviewed some interesting theories 
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that have helped to shape my views of motivation, and then introduced my own 

framework for organizing the various concepts evident in motivational literature. I 

suggested four major categories of motivational research: perceived student needs; locus 

of control/self efficacy; relevance/content value; and student interest vs. disinterest. I 

theorized that each of these strategies (alone or in conjunction with others) is more likely 

to be implemented successfully within a classroom with a positive climate.  

I do not believe that any theory alone can completely explain or predict student 

motivational behavior in schools. I do believe that theory can help researchers and 

practitioners to visualize and organize their thoughts on the concept. The conceptual 

framework I have created is intended to corral and organize pieces of the various theories 

and ideas related to motivational behavior into a comprehensive and easily 

understandable format. By assigning specific names to categories of ambiguous invisible 

processes, the conceptual framework removes some of the vagueness and allows a 

teacher or researcher to label and organize motivational goals and observed behavior.  

For the purposes of this study, my conceptual framework helped me to focus my 

interview questions and my observations, while providing me with labels to describe 

specific ideas, perceptions, experiences, and behaviors. Further, I used the framework to 

organize and present the data that I collected. The data served to illustrate evidence or 

examples of specific ideas, lessons, situations, and/or actions that influence student 

motivation. I sought examples that help to illustrate pieces of the various motivational 

categories within my conceptual framework while searching for evidence of student 

motivation that did not fit readily into my framework. 
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“Teachers’ and student teachers’ common sense on motivation is often given little 

credence by researchers, and teachers often reciprocate by questioning the relevance of 

research” (Nichols & Nolen, 1995, p. 5). As a result of this study, I hope to see my 

conceptual framework used by other researchers to classify motivational perceptions and 

experiences. It might also function as a bridge between educational theory and practice. It 

might help teachers to classify their common sense ideas and their experiences into 

categories. Once a teacher’s philosophical beliefs on motivation are clear and organized, 

he or she can work to establish a positive classroom climate, then create and apply 

practical lesson plans that might focus upon specific motivational ideas. Knowing in 

advance that each motivational strategy attempted may not inspire every child, but with 

goals and motivational ideals clearly defined, the teacher might be more focused upon 

what he or she needs to do in order to motivate his or her students. With consistent 

reflection upon theory and practice, success and failure, the teacher can adapt his or her 

thinking and educational practices to fit the specific needs of his or her students.



 

 

CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

A researcher’s epistemological stance and purpose for conducting a study need to 

be well thought-out before making methodological decisions. I was interested in learning 

more about what students’ reasons are for being (or not being) motivated in school. 

Comprehending my participants’ reasons for actively engaging (or not engaging) in 

learning necessitated an understanding of student ideas and how they perceive their 

classroom climates: particularly, their experiences, interactions, and relationships with 

important individuals and groups at school. How do students’ perceptions of these issues 

(and others) influence their decisions to engage (or not engage) in active learning? With 

this in mind, my research goals were to enlighten my readers, my participants, and 

myself. This study built upon previous research by not only providing more insight into 

what teachers might do to help motivate their students, but what they might avoid so they 

do not turn students off to learning. 

Creswell (1998) suggests several reasons why a researcher might choose 

qualitative methods over quantitative methods. He starts with the focus of the research 

question. He states that qualitative studies often start with a “how” or “what” rather 

“why.” Other strong rationales for engaging in qualitative inquiry include: (a) the need 

for exploration of the topic and the development of theory; (b) the need to present a 

detailed view of the topic; (c) the choice to study contextual data through individuals in 

their own setting; (d) an interest in writing in literary style; (e) a willingness to spend 

45 
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sufficient time and resources in the collection of extensive data; (f) a receptive audience 

to qualitative research; and (g) the researcher’s role as an active learner who can tell the 

story from the participants’ view rather than the expert view.  

I chose to conduct a qualitative study because the perceptual nature of the data I 

was interested in collecting and analyzing befitted a thorough data set from a small 

number of people. Each participant’s story contains its own distinctive character that is 

revealing in its own way. Each story has been embedded in a time and place, and needs to 

be interpreted as such, contextually. The stories disclosed by each participant are not only 

embedded in a particular time and place, but the time in which the story was told has 

captured the participant’s temporal perception of his or her experience. If each 

participant’s stories were told in a different time, place, or frame of mind, they would 

likely have varied.  

Each participant is the authority on his or her unique set of perceptions. Wolcott 

(1994) suggests that description, analysis, and interpretation are the three primary 

ingredients of qualitative research. A qualitative approach has provided me with the 

opportunity to illustrate my students’ perceptions of their experiences. Using multiple 

sources of data collection, I was able to analyze and interpret these perceptions in a 

thorough, descriptive written format. My analysis helped to organize each participant’s 

thoughts while highlighting the similarities and differences between participants and 

linking them with existing motivation literature. Each story in my study was told through 

analysis of narrative (Kramp, in press). Writing in a literary style, I approached the data 

by developing categories or thematic units. I analyzed each participant’s story by sorting 
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relevant data and organizing it within categories or themes while identifying common 

(and contradictory) elements.  

Creswell’s (1998) suggestions for choosing a qualitative study suited my needs 

and the direction of my study. A qualitative approach was most appropriate to express my 

research goals. The specific methods I used in my research study will be discussed 

throughout the following sections. 

Research Design 

Merriam (1998) describes a case study as intensive descriptions and analyses of a 

single unit or bounded system. It is appropriate when a researcher seeks an in-depth 

understanding of a situation and the meaning for the participants involved. Hamel, 

Dufour, and Fortin (1993) maintain that a case study is an approach that is driven by the 

desire to establish a sociological study based upon a particular case. Creswell (1998) 

asserts that the case study can involve multiple cases, as long as they are bound together 

by time and place through an event, an activity, or the individuals involved. I conducted a 

qualitative case study using analysis of narrative to create multiple cases and a cross-case 

analysis.  

The goal of the researcher performing analysis of narrative is to understand a 

person’s perceptions through raw data and interpretation. Keeping my research purpose 

in mind, I was more interested in gaining deeper understanding from fewer individuals 

rather than survey information from large quantities of individuals. In order to guard 

against attrition while maintaining depth, I began my research with four participants. 

Fortunately, all four remained throughout the study. 
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Description of School Context/Site Selection 

This study was conducted at an affluent suburban middle school in the 

Southeastern United States on the fringes of a large metropolitan area. Historically, the 

community in which the school is located has been roughly 96% white, and in recent 

decades there has been a shift from a mainly rural to a suburban population. At the time 

the study was conducted, most parents were professionals who commuted to the 

downtown area of the large city. Most of the students were college-bound and a great 

emphasis was placed upon student achievement.  

For purposes of anonymity, I used a pseudonym for the school. At the time of the 

study, Broken Arrow Middle School had approximately 1,000 students and 68 teachers. 

The school housed grades six through eight. The sixth grade had 6 academic teams 

(called pods), the seventh grade had 5 academic teams, and the eighth grade had 3 

academic teams. Teams of teachers were provided with an 80-minute common planning 

period daily. Constantly seeking to improve itself through shared governance, the school 

was a member of the League of Professional Schools (see Allen & Glickman, in press; 

Allen, Rogers, Hensley, Glanton, & Livingston, 1999). The administration had a 

reputation for a willingness to listen and a commitment to respond to the staff, parents, 

and students. 

As an eighth grade social studies teacher at Broken Arrow Middle School, I had a 

clear interest in and easy access to the Broken Arrow school population. Rossman and 

Rallis (1998) contend that, when choosing the ideal site for a study, the researcher should 

take certain important criteria into account. They claim that the ideal site should be one 

where: (a) entry is possible for the researcher; (b) there is a rich mix of the processes, 
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people, programs, interactions, structures of interest, or all of these; (c) the researcher is 

likely to be able to build strong relations with the participants; and (d) ethical and 

political considerations are not overwhelming. Broken Arrow Middle School fit each of 

these criteria explicitly. 

Classroom Context 

I believe that middle schools should provide students with opportunities to 

develop a sense of belonging within the school community. A school with this goal might 

offer clubs, sports, drama, and other activities. Within the classroom, I believe that 

teachers should create a community that encourages meaningful participation in issues 

that are important to the students. In my opinion, it is the teacher’s job to facilitate the 

process by exposing students to various issues; especially in social studies.  

I believe that students learn from social interaction with their peers and with 

significant adults. In history class, I often focus upon controversial issues in order to help 

my students learn. When none are readily available, I do my best to create one. The best 

kind of controversial issues might incorporate a broad concept based upon a particular 

case. This way, when students comment on the particular case, they need to be aware of 

the broad implications their stance might have. In making sweeping judgments about a 

broad concept, students need to be aware of the specific ramifications their statement 

might have on a particular case. In my classroom, I rely upon other students in the class 

to critique individual arguments. In order to encourage participation by all, grudging 

respect for opinions that might not match their own is encouraged.  

The community-of-learners take responsibility, and often forbid words like stupid 

before we even begin a discussion. Criticism of ideas is expected to be constructive. Pate, 
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Homestead, and McGinnis (1997) argue that active participation by students will result in 

ownership, leading to greater motivation. I agree. In my opinion, students must be 

actively involved in the learning process in order to gain real enlightenment. I am 

convinced that students’ minds cannot be engaged unless they are motivated.  

I believe that it is important for students to have the opportunity to voice their 

opinions to an informed audience in a “safe” environment. This gives students a chance 

to hear their own voice, and also to see what kinds of reactions their opinions might 

generate. While expressing their opinions, students practice communication skills, and 

become aware of biases in themselves as well as in others. While listening to others 

express their opinions, students are made privy to beliefs that they may not have known 

existed. Getting involved in their own learning, they often make judgments critical of 

their own logic as well as the reasoning of their peers. Two characteristics of my 

classroom that I believe encourage students to take the leap-of-faith and actively engage 

in their own learning are respect and trust.  

Beane (1993) maintains that the middle school curriculum should be grounded in 

democracy. Consistent with constructivist philosophy, he argues that the democratic 

classroom includes lessons where students are encouraged to critically analyze 

information rather than passively memorize it. I do not believe that competence can be 

achieved by the memorization of useless facts that can easily be forgotten immediately 

after a test. It needs to be achieved by analyzing the various meanings beyond the subject 

matter; by asking critical questions, making judgments, and by students constructing their 

own meaning from the subject matter. This type of learning would be difficult in a 

classroom in which the authoritarian teacher is the ultimate authority on everything; an 
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authority that assessed student learning based upon inflexible opinions he perceived as 

“the truth.”  

I believe in teaching students how to think for themselves. In my discipline, I 

have come across many professionals who believe that the official truth is written in the 

textbook. These teachers don’t seem to think beyond the boundaries of what they 

perceive to be orders from local district administrators. In the sixth and seventh grade 

social studies curricula, students learn about world geography and cultures. In the eighth 

grade, they learn about state and United States history. The sixth and seventh grade 

teachers have a great opportunity to teach students about perceptions and multiple points-

of-view. Students in that age group are beginning to have the capacity to understand 

multiple perspectives. This is a great opportunity to help them learn this important skill. 

World geography and culture is the perfect vehicle to do that, yet students are continually 

forced to memorize each country’s capitals and gross national product along with major 

exports and other nonsense. Most of the time, students are taught to memorize and 

regurgitate this type of material, but are never asked to use it, judge it, or truly understand 

it. 

My goal for students is not memorization of factual material. I attempt to help 

them make connections with concepts they are already familiar with in order to make 

sense of the world. Relating new concepts to existing knowledge by assimilating (Piaget, 

1968) new knowledge is learning. Dewey (1916) encouraged thinking in the classroom. 

He maintained that thinking itself is an experience, and that no meaningful experience is 

possible without thought. He suggested that teachers create lessons that encourage 

students to actively participate with concrete activity and practical relevance. I am 
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convinced that students don’t get enough opportunities to actually think in school. 

Research claims adolescents are yearning for more autonomy, yet they are regularly 

exposed to educational situations over which they exercise little or no control (Beane, 

1993). Students at this age are beginning to comprehend more abstract concepts, yet their 

thoughts are often confined by educational tradition to simple tasks they find 

meaningless. In the classroom, teachers traditionally assign work, students complete it (or 

choose not to complete it), teachers assign a grade, and the cycle repeats itself. 

When new students come into my eighth grade class, they are shocked to find out 

that there is more to social studies than memorizing a bunch of useless facts. As lessons 

develop early in the school year, students begin to realize that most historical events are 

interpreted and subsequently reported in more than one way. Students are accustomed to 

one-way learning where the teacher (or other adult) provides them with an explanation, 

usually requiring little of the student. In the typical classroom, students are able to remain 

passive. Seeking answers and constructing their own knowledge is rare. As the teacher, I 

create situations to help students learn the skills for making their own careful and well 

thought out judgments by providing them with opportunities to practice without fear of 

failure. When I observe students becoming more comfortable with the idea of creating 

their own judgments, I see evidence of epistemological growth.  

I offer students materials for further inquiry into most topics that we study in 

class. Evidence of this can be found at my continually evolving web page. For purposes 

of confidentiality, I have not included the web address. Students who become interested 

in something we study in class can find links to multiple sources on many of the topics. 
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In addition, I encourage students to conduct their own research. When I am successful in 

this endeavor, students bring in new sources that I can share with my future students.  

I encourage students to judge historical characters for their beliefs and actions, 

and challenge them to think beyond their own value-set. It is my belief that, in the end, 

students who are exposed to other beliefs might tolerate people who are not exactly like 

they are. Life skills such as getting along with other people and understanding that people 

think differently are important. I try to help students develop these skills by setting up 

classroom situations where they are forced to encounter other opinions while coming 

face-to-face with their own set of beliefs. Changing student opinions is not my goal. 

Challenging them to think and to understand why they think the way they do is my 

objective. 

“You learn something new every day.” I don’t know who coined this phrase, but I 

feel that it is appropriate. I believe that people are constantly learning. As a teacher, I feel 

the need to model competency, but without fear of admitting that I am not “all knowing.” 

I feel the need to not only acknowledge and affirm multiple perspectives, but also to help 

younger people develop the ability to recognize and respect the existence of these 

perspectives—especially within themselves. 

Participant Selection  

According to Hamel, Dufour, and Fortin (1993), critics have faulted the case 

study format for its lack of representativeness. In choosing participants, Merriam (1988) 

distinguishes between two types of sampling, probability and nonprobability. In 

traditional research, the most familiar example of probability sampling is random 

sampling. With this type of sampling, the researcher can specify the probability that each 
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segment of the general population has been included, and thus represented. This type of 

sampling is common in quantitative research. In nonprobability sampling, there is no 

assurance that any representative segment of the population has a chance of being 

included. Since generalization in a statistical sense is not a goal of qualitative research, 

participants are not intended to be considered representative of the general population. 

Merriam maintains that these types of sampling methods are logical when researchers are 

attempting to discover what occurs in a situation, the implications of these occurrences, 

and the relationships between occurrences. 

 Merriam (1998) advocates a type of nonprobability sampling called purposeful 

(Patton, 1980), or criterion-based (Goetz & LeCompte, 1984). They are based upon the 

idea that the researcher needs to select participants who can help him learn the most 

about the topic under study. The researcher needs to establish the guidelines and 

standards necessary for individuals to be included in the study, then find people who 

meet these criteria. Creswell (1998) calls his version of this method criterion sampling. 

When conducting a study in order to analyze a particular phenomenon, he states that the 

researcher should make sure that all cases meet some criterion. Goetz and LeCompte 

(1984) created a list nine criterion-based sampling strategies that can be used to identify a 

sample prior to a study or in the early stages. I used a variation of the “ideal-typical-

bellwether-case selection technique.” In this strategy, the researcher develops a profile of 

the best, most efficient, most effective, or most desirable participants, then finds a real-

world case that most closely matches that profile.  

The most obvious criterion I used in the selection of my participants was their 

roles as middle school students. In addition, I selected the participants from my own 
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eighth grade classes at Broken Arrow Middle School. This gave me the opportunity to 

develop strong relationships with these students while providing me with the time and 

convenient proximity for collection of field data. Taking the purpose of my study into 

account (I was investigating middle school students’ reasons for choosing to engage or 

not to engage in their own learning in school), I wished to select a cross section of four 

“information rich” participants from a pool of 102. Because of concerns that the teacher-

student relationship might have the potential for coercion, I decided not to approach 

individual students with requests to join my study. 

Instead, in order to avoid the possibility that chosen students might perceive my 

requests as de facto demands, I announced my intention to conduct a study on motivation 

to each of my classes. Within the body of these announcements, I described my study and 

the specific functions students would be requested to participate in if they chose to 

volunteer. At this time, I told students that I would be working with four students who 

would be chosen randomly from the list of volunteers. I invited any student who felt like 

he or she had something important to say to an audience of teachers and university 

professors about motivation to sign up as a possible volunteer for the study. I made every 

effort to ensure that students understood that this was purely voluntary, and that 

volunteering to participate or not volunteering to participate would have no impact upon 

individual grades. In addition, I ensured students that, having signed up initially, they 

could certainly change their minds if they were chosen and had a change of heart. 

Forty-four students signed up to volunteer. Having planned to choose two girls 

and two boys, I categorized my volunteers by gender and randomly chose two of each. I 

approached each prospective participant with a concrete offer to participate, details of 
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what participation would likely entail, and a genuine offer to back out if they so chose. 

When each participant accepted my offer to participate, I called his or her parents, 

discussing participation and consent. When each parent verbally agreed to allow his or 

her child to participate, two copies of the consent form were sent home for parent 

signatures. 

Data Sources and Collection 

In her discussion on data collection procedures, Merriam (1988) claims that 

qualitative case studies rely heavily upon qualitative data obtained from interviews, 

observations, and documents. Yin (1994) is more specific. He outlines six forms of data 

collection most commonly used in case studies. They are: documents, archival records, 

interviews, direct observation, participant observation, and physical artifacts. Yin notes 

that no single source has a complete advantage over all of the others, and that the various 

sources are highly complementary. He also claims that a good case study will use as 

many sources as possible. Combining dissimilar methods of data collection is called 

methodological triangulation. Merriam (1988) asserts that the use of multiple methods 

will strengthen a study. The flaws of one method of data collection can often be offset by 

the strength of another. Through in-depth interviews, observations (direct and participant-

observations), archival data, documents, and physical artifacts, I documented and 

analyzed four cases of perceptual and epistemological issues related to the motivation of 

middle school students.  

Interviews 

 Much of my data was collected through interviews with my participants. “The 

main purpose of an interview is to find out what is ‘in and on someone else’s mind” 



 57 

(Merriam, 1988, p. 72). Looking back at my research question, perception plays a 

fundamental role. I could only gain access to a participant’s mind through quality 

interaction. Yin (1994) asserts that the most common type of case study interview is 

open-ended, in which the researcher asks participants for opinions as well as for specific 

facts about an event. The opinions he refers to are the perceptions I sought. Merriam 

claims that some interviews are merely conversations with a specific purpose.  

I conducted a total of 13 semi-structured, tape-recorded interviews. Each of the 

four participants engaged in three separate 30-minute interview sessions and one group 

interview. Creswell (1998) recommends that researchers design a research protocol. 

Merriam (1988) recommends that, when certain information is desired from all of the 

respondents, the researcher use a semi-structured interview. They are guided by a list of 

questions or issues to be explored, but neither the exact wording nor the order of 

questions needs to be followed.  

In the creation of my interview questions, I took Merriam’s advice and attempted 

to word the questions in such a way that they were meaningful to the participants. I 

created an interview protocol for my first interview (Appendix C) that drew from each of 

the motivational categories described in my conceptual framework. My follow up 

interviews were based upon compelling responses that participants shared in their initial 

interview and the classroom observations I conducted in the intervening time. I had 

originally created a question bank (Appendix D) to illustrate the types of questions I 

might have been likely to ask during follow up interviews. My group interview 

(Appendix E) was for cross-analysis purposes and also used as a brainstorming session. 
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During this interview, the discussion remained informal, and that the interaction between 

the students uncovered some common ideas and beliefs that individual interviews missed.  

I conducted my first set of interviews in November, and completed the second and 

third in December and January respectively. I conducted my group interview in early 

February. I chose to engage in individual interviews (as opposed to group interviews) 

during the majority of data collection because of the adolescent tendency to influence 

each other’s opinions. The group interview session was the last formal session, and 

served as an opportunity for students to brainstorm and try out ideas and opinions in the 

presence of peers. 

Observations 

 As important as they are to gain entry into respondent’s minds, interviews should 

always be considered verbal reports (Yin, 1994). As such, they are subject to bias, poor 

recall, and poor or inaccurate articulation. Yin claims that a reasonable approach is to 

corroborate interview data with information from other data sources. The most common 

form of corroborative data collection is observations. Merriam (1988) contends that 

observation is the best technique to use when an activity, event, or situation can be 

observed first hand, when a fresh perspective is desired, or when participants are not able 

or willing to discuss an issue. With the proximity that I had to the field, I had the ability 

to observe first hand. The main purpose of my observations was to gain a fresh 

perspective. The field notes I took during the ongoing observations provided me with 

specific incidents and behaviors I referred to during later interviews. Observations helped 

me to methodologically triangulate my interview data and analyze the perceptions of my 

participants. 
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The observations I conducted were limited to school and school-related activities. 

During the five-month data collection period, I observed my participants as a participant-

observer in my own classroom, in the halls between classes, and during various other 

school-related activities. As a teacher, I informally observe the attitudes and behaviors of 

the students in my classes on a regular basis anyway. This helps me brainstorm and 

develop strategies for motivating them. For the purposes of this study, I mentally noted 

observations of my participants and journaled them at least twice weekly during 

reflection periods after school or during my planning period.  

After the first interviews with my participants in November, I shadowed each of 

them for one school day. During these formal observations I took detailed field notes of 

my observations, including the context of each classroom and activities, and their 

apparent influence upon the behaviors of my participants. Through observations I was 

able to reach the data from a different angle. This gave me the opportunity to offer the 

participants some new fodder for thought during subsequent formal interviews and when 

I conversed with them informally. During the second, third, and group interviews, I asked 

participants to explain what they were thinking at a particular time during a particular 

activity, or why they behaved in a particular way.  

In order to probe into specific participant’s comments about certain issues and/or 

classes, I added two to three extra classroom observations for each participant. These 

extra observations took place during the months of January and February as I sorted 

through and analyzed the data. In addition, the observations helped me determine which 

issues were most appropriate to probe into with each participant during my two follow up 

interviews and the group interview.  
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Gaining access to other classes posed little problem. The administration at Broken 

Arrow Middle School had been encouraging and supportive throughout my studies. 

When I shadowed one of my participants in another academic classes, I simply arranged 

for a substitute to cover my own class. Observing exploratories was an even simpler 

matter. Students attended their exploratories during my planning period. Professional 

courtesy and the relationships I had developed with my colleagues helped me gain access 

to their classrooms.  

Archival Data, Documents, and Physical Evidence 

 During the month of December, I studied each participant’s permanent record file. 

Another method of data collection, this archival data provided me with some fresh 

insight. I used this information, along with my observations and analysis, to help 

formulate the direction for the final two individual interviews. Some important data that 

were represented in the permanent records were report cards and standardized tests. Also, 

I looked for other traumatic factors that might have influenced the students’ long-term 

progress but not have been disclosed by the participant during the interview sessions (e.g. 

moving, divorce). I found evidence of important information that students either forgot 

about or did not realize was important enough to talk about. I also uncovered important 

data the students are not privy to (e.g. ability test results). All in all, the fresh insight 

helped me to think differently about, and to probe deeper into some important issues that 

I learned about during the earlier phases of data collection.  

Current documents that I used in each case study included relevant student work, 

progress reports, and report cards. Given that a large portion of my interview data 
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revolved around the present-time, these documents helped me to cross-analyze my 

observations with the students’ present motivation to engage in learning.  

Data Analysis 

According to Kramp (in press), analysis of narrative would be an appropriate 

method for a researcher interested in understanding a phenomenon or an experience. The 

format used in an analysis of narrative allows the researcher to organize his or her 

thoughts in a clear structure easily understood by the reader. I have presented the data by 

assigning each participant his or her own chapter (Chapters 3-7) and conducting a cross-

analysis in Chapter 8. My thoughts on motivation are loosely organized (see my 

conceptual framework in the literature review section) into categories, so this method 

served my study well. I went into the study with some “soft” ideas about themes that 

helped me to develop the basis for my interviews. During analysis, theory helped to 

provide links between the case studies as well as with larger issues. Breaking apart the 

data into categories helped improve my understanding of student motivation, while 

creating methodical opportunities for my participants to reflect upon their own 

epistemologies. 

The structure of my early interviews helped me develop the later ones. My 

analysis of narrative has broken down each participant’s motivation into simple and 

easily understandable concepts. My analysis and subsequent presentation of the data in 

themes and categories provides readers with something more tangible in regards to a 

concept that is otherwise an invisible process. Breaking concepts down into simple and 

clearly understandable categories is the way I think and the way I teach, so this was the 

most plausible way for me to conduct my research.  
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Wolcott (1994) suggests that theory can serve the researcher both analytically and 

interpretively. I used it analytically to help provide my study with some structure during 

the data collection phase and during analysis and presentation. I used it interpretively to 

guide my thought process. Throughout my analysis, I felt that I was in the business of 

researching this topic in order to learn more about school-related student motivation, not 

to prove my theory is correct. I fully intended to bend, change, break, or add to my 

categories if I found data that was not consistent with or easily categorized into my 

preexisting conceptual framework. Because I do not believe that there is only one correct 

way to think about student motivation, I was hoping to learn something new from my 

study that will help me to continue the ongoing development of my conceptual 

framework. After all, my pilot study resulted in major revisions in this framework. I was 

careful to keep in mind that my own learning is a continual process. In Knefelkamp’s 

(1998, p. xv) introduction to the reissuance of Perry’s (1970) landmark book, he states 

that there have been significant elaborations to Perry’s original model. I consider my 

framework to be a living model, subject to change as I continue to learn more about 

student motivation.  

DeMarrais (ERSH 8420, fall 2000) asserts that qualitative researchers need to ask 

questions of the data and to focus upon powerful and repeated words, emotion, contrast, 

and metaphors to help identify the themes. Once I knew my participants (and my data) 

well enough, I began reading between the lines and interpreting what was implied. I 

observed and listened to my participants, then tried to make sense of what they were 

saying with their words and through their actions. I conducted my analysis of narrative by 
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approaching the data with the intention of separating it into these categories or thematic 

units.  

As I collected data, I approached my analysis methodically. In my first set of 

interviews, I asked a series of open-ended questions that I drew from the various pieces 

of the literature. While analyzing the first interview with each participant, I was both 

deductive and inductive in my intentions. Deductively, I summarily categorized each 

statement by reading through the transcripts and coding individual statements into 

categories. Concurrently, I began to inductively ask questions of the data with the 

intention of following up on important and relevant concepts to probe during each 

participant’s subsequent interviews. 

Based upon the literature, I began by coding statements made by my participants 

as evidence of the following categories: Orientations to achievement, climate, needs, 

student/student relationship, student/teacher relationship, internal locus of control, 

external locus of control, relevance, interest, and boredom. I used large question marks to 

signify statements that could not be readily identified. In addition, I coded each statement 

as having a positive or negative influence, or possibly neutral or unclear in its influence. 

After I coded each interview transcript, I let them sit untouched for a week. Then I 

revisited a clean copy of the transcripts, recoded them, and compared my original with 

the second copy.  

In addition to coding relevant statements into one or more of the categories 

described above, during a subsequent reading of the transcripts I broke the comments 

down into categories that were even more specific. I was able to identify evidence of 

student perceptions of teacher humor, respect, lack of respect, and honored voice. I was 
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also able to identify evidence of situational learning orientations, performance 

orientations, cooperative and competitive work, social constructivism, feelings of 

autonomy, and specific teaching methods (with student references to gaming, 

simulations, textbook work, worksheets, note taking, and others). 

Concurrently, I began to inductively ask questions of the data with the intention of 

creating another set of interview questions for the second interview. While reflecting, I 

created a file for each participant on my computer called “Random notes on [participant’s 

name and interview transcript number],” which I later used to create new interview ideas 

for subsequent interviews.  

Once I had informally coded and identified each statement to my satisfaction, I 

began to literally pull apart the data. For each participant, I created a file that would later 

become his or her individual case study chapter. I subdivided each file into the five basic 

categories based upon my theoretical framework, always leaving open the possibility that 

I would find data that did not fit into any of the categories. I used the “copy” and “paste” 

buttons on the word processor to copy and paste statements into the appropriate sections 

of each participant’s chapter. After I copied a statement, I highlighted it on the transcript 

file using the “highlight” button on my word processor. I did this to keep track of which 

statements I had already identified. When I was finished copying and pasting, I was able 

to easily review the non-highlighted sections of the transcript file later to seek evidence 

of something relevant. After subsequent interviews, this helped me find patterns while 

looking through raw data that I might not actually use in the final dissertation. 

While copying and pasting, I began to theorize about the meaning of the 

statements my participants had shared with me up to that point. I began to informally 
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write my ideas about their statements along with possible literature matches above each 

excerpt that I had pasted into the new files. During my reflection periods, I spent time 

theorizing and writing random thoughts about each participant in my “random thoughts” 

files. Eventually, many parts of these thoughts would become fodder for my subsequent 

interviews and the basis for final analysis. In addition, these thoughts helped to prepare 

me for my formal observations. Between my first and second interviews, I shadowed my 

students, observing them in each class for one class period.  

Once I had established which direction to go in with each participant, I put 

together informal interview question ideas for the subsequent interviews. From this point 

on, each participant’s interviews were different from the others. In a sense, these 

interviews were part of the data analysis since they were based upon my initial informal 

analysis of their first interviews and my classroom observations. After each participant’s 

second interview, I followed much of the same method of analysis as I did with the first 

one. The only difference was that I added new components to my regimen. I re-read the 

entire first interview transcript before the second interview and before my initial reading 

of the second interview transcript. I also compared comments made in the second 

transcript with those in the first one. I then added new excerpts to my expanding analysis 

file and performed informal analyses on each piece. During this period, I continued to 

constantly reflect upon my data. I slowly expanded upon the informal analyses I was 

performing on each excerpt of each file. I also began to shift around troublesome but 

important excerpts that might have shown evidence that they belong in multiple 

categories. 
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 After the second interview, each participant’s analysis file began to look more 

like a chapter in a dissertation. I continued to add to my analyses while formulating 

questions for my final interview that might help me to pin down some of my participant’s 

perceptions that remained unclear to me at this point. At this point, I performed additional 

classroom observations to clear up certain questions I had about Jenny, Bob, and Greg as 

well.   

After I conducted the final interview, I followed the same process that I used after 

the second interview. After I was done placing relevant excerpts into the appropriate 

chapters and specific categories and then performing informal analysis on them, I spent 

more time theorizing about the meaning behind their statements. I also reviewed each 

participant’s set of three interview transcripts together to note patterns of thought. 

Finally, I began to relate each excerpt to the literature from Chapter Three and also from 

relevant literature not included therein. While completing each chapter, I began a file for 

random thoughts that might be included in the group interview and possibly the cross-

case analysis. After the completion of my first draft of the four individual case studies, I 

looked over my random thoughts for each of the four participants, my random thoughts 

for the group interview, then re-read all four rough drafts of individual case studies. At 

this point I began to think formally about the similarities and differences between my 

participants’ perceptions, then formulated a set of informal ideas for questions to follow-

up on during the group interview. 

After the group interview, I read the transcript and looked for similarities and 

differences between each participant. I re-read and edited each of the four individual case 

study chapters, and began to code them according to their distinctiveness or commonality 
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with others. I used the copy and paste buttons again, this time copying and pasting 

excerpts and analysis from individual case study chapters into a new file that would 

eventually become the cross-case analysis. Next I began using the “cut” button, and 

rather than relating the statements to the literature, I methodically began to weave 

together the similarities and differences of the four case studies, analyzing each concept 

one at a time.  

In order to make conclusions based upon each piece of the analysis, I looked at 

the patterns that appeared to develop within the data. After getting to know my 

participants, immersing myself in the data, and reflecting deeply during analysis, many of 

my findings appeared to be clearly evident. Throughout the entire analysis process, I 

guarded against my personal bias by utilizing two peer/colleagues, who regularly read the 

interview transcripts and critiqued my analysis chapters. Their insights were helpful in 

identifying qualities of statements that I may have missed or misidentified. Their input 

was also invaluable during the process of formulating important concepts to probe during 

my later interviews. 

While my data collection was taking place, my analysis had already begun. As I 

collected the data, I was transcribing interviews and reading them repeatedly. This 

allowed me to look for themes with an open mind and identify key words, key ideas, and 

key concepts through detailed coding of the transcripts and other data. Just about every 

time I looked at the data, I saw something new, or at least a little different from the last 

time. I began to write early by journaling about my hunches and descriptions of data. By 

transcribing, reading, and analyzing the data as I collected it, I was able probe deeper into 

specific recurring themes during my later interviews. I looked for evidence of my earlier 
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hunches in each piece of data that followed, and in threads or themes that I identified 

between pieces of data.  

Ethical Concerns 

 The first ethical concern that I faced in the formation of my study was my plan to 

choose students from my own classes as participants. I needed to find a way to ensure the 

Institutional Review Board that I would not use my power position as a teacher to coerce 

my students into participating in my study or that the study would not influence student 

academic evaluation. In order to do this, I agreed to ask for volunteers from each of my 

classes instead of approaching individuals.  

 The biggest ethical concern that I confronted in my study was confidentiality of 

participants. During their open and honest discussion on perceptions of their relationships 

with parents and school personnel, it was of the utmost importance that participants be 

confident that sensitive comments could not be used to harm their relationship with 

significant others. I suspect that some participants might have also been sensitive to 

hurting others’ feelings through their criticism of lessons, habits, or personalities (or 

personality conflicts). I had learned that during my pilot study, Mark was openly 

opinionated when making general comments, but was initially wary of making specific 

remarks that might be construed as negative about specific teachers. In order to 

circumvent problems like this, the relationship that I developed with participants was 

crucial. It was important to assure students that they were not required to discuss specific 

negative habits or personalities of their present teachers. They were given the option to 

discuss hypothetical teachers and situations or past teachers as opposed to their present 

teachers. 
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From an ethical standpoint as a teacher, it has always been my policy not to listen 

to students’ useless gossip about and/or personal criticism of specific teachers. Given the 

opportunity, students can become very critical, disrespectful, and sometimes vicious in 

their conversations about teachers. To offset this in my study, the participants and I 

collaborated in the development of a set of informal guidelines concerning confidentiality 

for any type of criticism that came up during interviews. I sat with each participant before 

the first interview and we discussed how he or she might be able to convey criticisms 

constructively and without feeling uneasy. Before we began the group interview, we 

established general guidelines as well.  

Another ethical issue related to student criticisms is how my participants’ 

comments might have influenced my perceptions of certain colleagues. This did not pose 

a major problem for me at Broken Arrow Middle School. I have limited contact with 

sixth and seventh grade teachers on a daily basis. In addition, the qualities of my own 

teacher teammates had already become abundantly clear to me before data collection 

began. Some of my perceptions of colleagues were subtly influenced by participant 

comments, but no more than the perceptions are influenced by other factors I come in 

contact with on a regular basis. In addition, confidentiality and professional consideration 

precludes me from acting in any way based upon these perceptions.  

Understanding students’ perceptions of the school, teachers, and their 

relationships with them through honest, open, and complete constructive criticism were 

some of the vital ingredients that made up my study. Participants were encouraged to talk 

about past experiences as well as current ones. I have intentionally couched negative 

student descriptions and my own analyses in indistinguishable time-oriented language in 
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order to protect confidentiality. Rather than stating that, “Bob’s sixth grade social studies 

teacher…”, I stated that, “one of Bob’s previous social studies teachers…”. Pseudonyms 

for my participants and for their teachers were used as well. Teachers who read this 

dissertation cannot know for certain which school-year the sensitive and/or negative 

experiences actually took place. In addition, the study was not published or made 

available to read until participating students had already matriculated into high school.  

Researcher Role 

 My role throughout this study was that of participant observer. It is important to 

note my role as teacher of my participants. I have documented my unique teacher-

student-researcher relationship with each student in my data analysis. In order to keep 

track of my roles throughout the study, I kept a reflection journal. I often reflected upon 

my multiple roles as I journaled my classroom observations. Outside of my teacher role, 

my interaction with the participants and the significant others in their lives was devoted 

to understanding whatever I could about the way they think. Participants were 

encouraged to interact with me whenever they thought of something or came to 

conclusions regarding anything they perceived as important to the study. Interacting in 

meaningful discussions related to issues my participants deemed important helped me in 

two ways: These discussions contributed to the growing database of meaningful data—

but also provided me with a window into their epistemological beliefs, helping me to 

analyze the plethora of data.  

I documented my perceptions of observations and informal interactions with the 

participants in a timely manner and on a regular basis. I had an 80-minute planning 

period in the middle of each school day, and some quiet time after school when students 
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had gone home. At least twice weekly, I reflected upon my perceptions of my roles and 

my observations of the students.  

Researcher Bias 

The importance I place upon individual perception and construction of reality is 

evidenced in my epistemological stance, my teaching strategies, and my interactions with 

my students. It is also implicitly evidenced throughout my analysis of the data. My 

epistemological stance is closely related to constructivist principles. I believe in personal 

and interpersonal construction of knowledge. Dewey (1916, 1933) maintained that 

learning involves reflective thinking, which often originates with confusion or doubt, 

leading children to search for a solution. This desire to find a solution and make 

connections is the guiding force in thinking and learning. Scheurman (1995) calls this 

exposure to uncertainty and practice with a complex problem “sustained contextual 

support.” Fosnot (1996) defines learning as, “a process of struggling with the conflict 

between existing personal models of the world and discrepant new insights, constructing 

new representations and models of reality as a human meaning-making venture with 

culturally developed tools and symbols . . . through cooperative social activity, discourse, 

and debate” (p. ix).  

My ideas are closely related to this theory on learning because of my own 

epistemology. Whitney (2000) analyzed my epistemology in his dissertation. He 

summarized that “John's epistemological stance as evidenced through individual and 

focus group interviews, observations, informal discussions, and document analysis 

appears to be comprised of the following major components: the importance of real 

world-relative knowledge, an awareness of a diversity of students' learning styles, social 
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constructivism, and a belief in multiple forms of motivation. John believes that each of 

these components contribute to how his students acquire knowledge” (p. 272). He further 

stated that he saw traces of an "interpretivist view of knowledge, which assumes that 

knowledge has multiple perspectives depending on the background and beliefs of the 

knower” (p. 272). 

Piaget (1968) asserts that, though epistemology can be defined as the study of 

knowledge as it exists at the present moment, human knowledge is essentially active. To 

know is to assimilate reality into systems of transformations. To know is to transform 

reality in order to understand how a certain state is brought about. I learn by taking new 

information and connecting it with what I already know. The essence of and meaning 

behind what I already know are more than internal processes, though. They are culturally 

shaped. As such, they are more than just fabrications of my own cognition. I recognize 

that, in the classes I teach, each student has his or her own individual constructed reality. 

Each constructed reality is based upon an individual’s unique social experiences and that 

individual’s unique perceptions of these experiences. Two or more people can engage in 

an activity, and there will likely be multiple versions of the reality they are all sharing. 

With this in mind, each person is not actively creating his or her own knowledge base 

without connecting with the significant others in the cultural reality they are sharing. 

Our basic assumptions about the nature of truth and reality and the origins of 

knowledge shape the way we see the world and ourselves as participants in it (Belenky, 

Clinchy, Goldberger, & Tarule, 1986). What is truth? What is authority? How do I know 

what I know? Perception and personal construction of knowledge is important to my 
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views of knowledge and learning. As I analyzed the data I collected during my study, I 

did so with my own unique perspective on the nature of truth and reality.  

 

Validity, Reliability, and Limitations 

Turner (1995) stated that self-reporting measures (e.g., interviewing) are the most 

commonly used methods of measuring motivation, and that these techniques have 

problems. Student participants may have difficulty verbally communicating their feelings 

and opinions. Before I randomly selected each participant from the pool of volunteers, I 

sifted through the list to ensure that each of them was capable of effective 

communication. Assuming the researcher is able to obtain participants who can 

communicate effectively, there are still concerns of reliability in qualitative research due 

to the inherent constructed reality. Both Turner and Wolcott (1994) recommend that 

qualitative researchers triangulate data. Archival data (e.g., report cards, test scores, 

parent conference forms) and reflections based upon observations to compare behaviors 

with self-reported data are the most familiar forms of triangulation. Using these 

established techniques should prove to be powerful in helping to establish the readers’ 

interpretations of my study’s reliability and believability.  

Some clear limitations of this type of research might be the tendency of some 

stubborn or misguided researchers to try to force data into the thematic units that might 

be inappropriate for the data collected. I was careful not to force data that did not fit into 

my existing themes. This aspect of the analysis was very important for someone like me 

who has preconceived notions about the topic under study. I made every effort to keep an 
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open mind. In the representation of my analysis, I have included specific pieces of 

interview transcripts along with my interpretations.  

Wolcott (1994) suggests that, “a pervasive problem with interpretation is the 

temptation to reach too far beyond the case itself in speculating about its meanings or 

implications” (p. 37). Researchers must be careful not to employ claims too widely, 

generalizing their findings too far beyond the case they are studying. The researchers’ 

interpretations are made within the context of his or her participants’ experiences, and 

readers should be urged to see them as such. 

Merriam (1998) suggests that the researcher seek help through peer/colleague 

examination, where the researcher seeks input from respected colleagues while reviewing 

and interpreting the data. DeMarrais (ERSH 8420, fall 2000) highly recommends this as a 

strategy as well. This strategy helps the researcher to avoid stretching the data to fit 

preconceived notions and to detect other themes that he might miss on his own. I sought 

others’ input consistently throughout my data analysis. Though my interpretation of the 

data is important, the inclusion of other perspectives has contributed to a well-rounded 

analysis. Merriam identifies three other ways that a researcher can improve internal 

validity in a qualitative study: (a) member checks, (b) statement of researcher’s 

experiences, assumptions, and biases, and (c) submersion-engagement in the research 

situation. I used member checks by asking participants to proofread their transcripts. 

After each interview was transcribed, I furnished a copy of the transcript to the 

participant for verification that his or her thoughts were accurately portrayed. My 

experiences, assumptions, and biases are openly catalogued within this dissertation. My 
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submersion and active engagement in the research situation is documented throughout the 

methodology section.  

My dual roles as the teacher/researcher might also be seen as a limitation. At 

times, these roles did conflict. The biggest hurdle I had to overcome was the lack of time 

at school. While I acted as participant-observer in my own class, I was not always able to 

find the time to sit down and journal my hunches immediately. Leaving my computer on 

with my “random notes” page open, I was able to jot down random thoughts during slow 

moments. Also, arriving earlier to school and leaving later helped to effectively solve this 

problem. In addition to regularly scheduled meetings, inservice workshops, and parent 

conferences, emergencies occasionally took up time I had originally planned on using for 

reflection and journaling. I used longer reflection periods in these instances to piece 

together my earlier thoughts. My focus may have sporadically suffered as my time and 

energy was divided between the two roles as well. On occasion, I suspected that one or 

more of my student/participants might have been trying to please me with “the correct 

answers” to interview questions. I worked around this by triangulating multiple data 

sources, by asking certain types of questions in my interviews, and by getting to know 

my participants. 

Conclusion 

My readers are urged to construct their own meanings and interpretations of my 

research. Given this, a qualitative research method presented through case studies is 

ideal. There are two likely audiences that can benefit from my contribution: researchers 

and classroom teachers.  
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Researchers who read my study will likely view the contributions of my study 

from a theoretical perspective. Through the years, a large number of researchers have 

studied motivation. Oldfather’s work (e.g. Oldfather, 1991; Oldfather, 1992; Oldfather, 

1993; Oldfather & Dahl, 1995; Oldfather & McLaughlin, 1993; Oldfather & Wigfield, 

1996) has had considerable influence upon my current epistemological stance, my 

conceptual framework, and the development of my research question. My current study, 

however, approaches motivation from a slightly different angle. Fundamentally, the data I 

have collected provide researchers with some unique qualitative variations that set it apart 

from the existing body of motivation literature. My study distinguishes itself by 

illustrating in-depth and meaningful data that have been derived from my participants’ 

exclusive perceptions of motivating and non-motivating experiences as viewed through 

the lens of my conceptual framework. This study advances theory by offering researchers 

an alternative method (e.g. needs theories) for categorizing and analyzing the various 

facets of student motivation.  

My hope is that teachers who read my case studies can recognize certain qualities 

in my participants that are similar to those in children they know or have known. The 

transference of my findings might be based upon the perception of who is reading it and 

how similar their experiences have been. In addition, my conceptual framework as 

described in the review of literature can serve as a bridge between theory and practice. It 

can provide teachers with a fresh perspective and a practical model through which they 

can view their classroom climate and its relationship with the other motivational 

concepts. Nicholls and Nolen (1995) theorize that useful research helps teachers to decide 

what they want to work toward and what sort of lives they would like to create in school. 
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Reading student perceptions of motivational concepts organized into thematic categories 

might encourage teachers to change their priorities, making student motivation more 

important to them while becoming more careful and methodical in their approach to 

motivating their students.  

My study focuses upon understanding the nature of motivation among the 

students who participated in the study. The insights and conclusions that are illustrated 

have been derived from the perspective of the experts: the students. Though teachers 

should continue to respect their own common sense, the unveiling of the other dynamics 

(according to the students) that influence the cultural construction of their classrooms 

should not be overlooked. Students’ perspectives of their surroundings play a crucial role 

in their choices to engage in learning or not to engage in learning. In these ways, I hope 

that my research will ring true to readers. 



 

 

CHAPTER IV 

JENNY 

Introduction 

Medium length brown hair, freckles, and a frequent nervous self-conscious laugh, 

Jenny is a bright and quiet girl. Judging from the outside, school seems to be a 

welcoming place for her. Jenny is an active participant in Broken Arrow Middle School’s 

gifted program on a part-time basis. Her grades are mostly “A’s” with a “B” or two 

mixed in on occasion. Her grades rank her in the top ten percent of her class of 377 

eighth graders. Her almost constant smile adds to her appearance as a happy, easy-going 

thirteen-year old girl.  

Grades seem to come fairly easy to Jenny, with only minor signs of a struggle in 

honors algebra and her gifted science class. Based upon her Iowa Algebra Aptitude Test 

(IAAT) scores and her performance during the seventh grade, Jenny’s seventh grade 

math teacher recommended her to take the advanced math course in the eighth grade 

rather than the average introductory class. Her math score on the Iowa Algebra Aptitude 

test taken in the spring of seventh grade was a 161 out of a possible 199. Jenny’s score 

exceeded the Broken Arrow’s minimum cut-off criteria of 160 needed to become an 

eighth grade algebra student. Therefore, she has been tracked into the advanced algebra 

course for her eighth grade math class.  

Given Jenny’s gifted intelligence, her grades could likely be better with more 

effort. In class, Jenny appears attentive, but typically understated unless the opportunity 
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for group work or other interaction exists. She will participate in classroom discussions 

when called upon to do so, but does not usually volunteer. A popular child, Jenny is 

social with others, but usually surrounds herself with a few close friends. During the 

seventh grade and the early part of the eighth grade, Jenny had a relationship with her 

first boyfriend. Her extracurricular activities include playing in the school orchestra, 

football cheerleading and competitive swimming.  

Jenny’s Reasons for Learning  

Jenny is laid back and seems to roll with the punches. Concentrating more on the 

social aspects of her life, she hasn’t thought much about her concept of orientation to 

achievement. When I first asked her what she was trying to accomplish at school, she was 

a little perplexed. After sorting through her thoughts though, she explained herself. 

Jenny: Well, I try to understand the things and I also try to get good grades because I 

want to be able to get into a good college and stuff. 

John: So good grades are real important? 

Jenny: Sometimes. 

John: Okay. And understanding the material is important? 

Jenny: Yeah. 

John: Do you have one way or another than you feel is more important? 

Jenny: I think they’re both kind of important in different ways. I think understanding it is 

more important than the grade, but overall, like when you get into college and 

stuff, the grades are more important most of the time. 

John: Okay. Are there times at school when understanding becomes more important and 

times at school when the other becomes more important? 
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Jenny: Sometimes, because in social studies I think understanding it is more important, 

but in math and stuff, grades can be important, maybe. I’m not sure. 

Dweck (1989) identified two general concepts of orientation to achievement: learning 

orientation and performance orientation. Though triangulation of the data has shown her 

leaning slightly further in the direction of performance orientation, Jenny’s orientation to 

achievement is solidly balanced between a learning orientation and a performance 

orientation. When a student approaches a task with a strong learning orientation, he or 

she tends to be more interested in understanding the subject, mastering the objectives of 

the curriculum, and learning something new. When a student tackles a goal with a strong 

performance orientation, he or she tends to focus on obtaining favorable judgments of 

their ability through such strategies as grades, praise, and peer recognition. Jenny shows 

evidence of both. During lessons when Jenny is trying to understand the material, she is 

showing evidence of learning orientation. Her ideas that grades are important in order to 

get in a good college shows that she also has a performance orientation.  

Jenny does think beyond the present, but these thoughts are vague and slightly 

romanticized. I asked her if she had thought about the possibilities of a future career. 

Jenny: Well, there’s a lot of choices that I’ve thought about. I’ve thought being an 

orthodontist might be fun or a photographer or maybe a teacher. There’s a bunch 

of them though. 

Life is good for Jenny in the present. Her parents have provided her with a safe and 

nurturing environment, she does well in school without major struggles, and her social 

life is blossoming. Jenny’s happy and privileged existence has insulated her from the 

harsh experiences others might call “reality.” Her fortunate circumstances have 
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influenced her outlook in a number of ways. For one, Jenny focuses on her agreeable 

present, and without too much thought to how it might come to pass, fully expects the 

good life to continue into her adulthood.  

Zoning on Autopilot  

During my second interview with Jenny, we were discussing how she is able to 

maintain high grades in school while exerting inconsistent effort. Jenny coined an 

insightful phrase that she used to describe her state-of-mind during much of her days at 

school.  

John: Do you need to put a lot of effort out in class? 

Jenny: Sometimes. Most of the time. Because I have to usually take a lot of notes and 

stuff, even though I don’t really go back and look at them. But I think writing it 

down helps me remember it. 

John: What are you thinking about in class? 

Jenny: Not much. I just kind of go on autopilot I guess. Just kind of write down stuff and 

I don’t really think much about other things. Just kind of zone. 

The term “autopilot” is intriguing. Though she has the ability to succeed in school while 

“zoning” on autopilot, Jenny’s mind is clearly not actively engaged in thinking or making 

the connections necessary to learn. While on autopilot, she is simply doing what needs to 

be done to maintain her grades. Dweck (1989) would likely refer to this as evidence of 

performance orientation. Others (Fantuzzo, Rohrbeck, Hightower & Work, 1991) might 

cite this as evidence of how extrinsic factors (grades) can elicit temporary compliance but 

ineffective in helping children to become caring, responsible people or lifelong, self-

directed learners. Day (1982) would argue that, in these situations, Jenny’s interest has 
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not been aroused. The heightened awareness generated from arousal would likely help 

her to learn better. 

Classroom Climate 

Hidden Influence of Poor Student-Teacher Relationships  

Jenny talks quite easily with adults, smiling and laughing often. Her pleasant 

demeanor, however, conceals some reservations that she has about school. Her quiet 

nature in class also belies these worries. At one point, Jenny told me about a math class 

where the teacher was particularly controlling. During this same conversation, she told 

me that she thought it was important for students to be allowed to talk in class.  

John: Being able to talk in class, what do you mean by that? 

Jenny: Like talk, socialize or— 

John: Some classes you’re able to; some classes you’re not. 

Jenny: I think it’s better to be able to talk because if you don’t understand something, 

you know, you can talk and ask them. That’s what I do a lot with group work and 

stuff. Because most of the time I don’t understand what I’m doing. Or just being 

able to talk, not necessarily while they’re doing the lesson, but I just don’t feel as 

uptight and stressed out when I can just say something. Even if it – I mean, not 

carry on a conversation, but just, I don’t know, ask the person for paper without 

getting looked at like really kind of “Don’t talk.” 

John: And in some classes you can’t even ask for paper? 

Jenny: Right. 
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John: And when you’re in those kinds of classes, you know, let’s think about learning 

for a second. You and I were talking about the surroundings. And what does that 

do to your learning surroundings? I mean— 

Jenny: I learn, but I just don’t like to. I don’t want to do anything in those classes. 

John: …So why do you learn if you don’t want to? 

Jenny: Because I have to get a good grade. And I guess I just learn anyway just by 

listening and having to write down the stuff and doing it later in tests, homework. 

The importance that Jenny places on being able to talk in class might be an indication that 

she prefers social constructivist teaching methods. Jenny’s comments that “if you don’t 

understand something…you can talk and ask [other students]” verifies her preference. In 

classes where Jenny is not overly confident in her abilities like math and science, 

Vygotsky’s (1978) zone of proximal development comes into play. When Jenny is not 

comfortable with her abilities, she likes to seek the help of a more able peer to help her 

until she can be successful on her own. In classes where she perceives that she is 

powerless to seek help, she becomes anxious.  

Jenny’s perception that her math teacher was controlling is consistent with the 

findings of The Michigan Adolescence Study (Eccles, Wigfield, Midgley, Reuman, Mac 

Iver, and Feldlaufer, 1993). They found an increase in teacher control and a decrease in 

the quality of student/teacher relationships in the middle grades. They theorize that if 

middle grade students are simultaneously struggling with adolescence and teacher 

attitude while perceiving a hostile environment, they are not likely to be motivated to 

work to their potential. Van Hoose’ (1991) contention that the relationship between 

teacher and student is crucial corresponds with Jenny’s perception of her experiences. 
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She relates a sense of stress that is created by her perceived relationship with the teacher. 

The way she perceives her relationship with the teacher is actually shaped by the 

controlling climate of the classroom. The state anxiety described by Keller, Kelly, and 

Dodge (1978) occurs readily within Jenny when she perceives these conditions to be 

prevalent. 

In response to my question, “Why do you learn if you don’t want to,” Jenny states 

“Because I have to get a good grade.” Her terminology during this excerpt leads me to 

the conclusion that when in this type of classroom climate, Jenny works exclusively in 

the performance orientation mode (Dweck, 1989), and is not highly motivated. While 

working “for a grade,” she is less motivated than she would be otherwise. This is again 

consistent with the findings of Fantuzzo, Rohrbeck, Hightower and Work (1991). Jenny’s 

willingness to complete her assignments in order to get the perceived rewards of “good 

grades” elicited her temporary compliance, but those same rewards had little impact on 

encouraging her to engage in learning.  

Long-term Perceptions of Content Areas 

Jenny’s negative perception of her former math teacher influenced her perception 

of the classroom climate. During one of our informal discussions, she told me that she 

actually dreaded going to this class. I followed up on this conversation during a taped 

interview. 

John: Okay. Tell me about math. 

Jenny: Math was really boring because we would have to sit there for two hours straight 

doing worksheets and we didn’t get to talk a lot or get in trouble. And she, if she 
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talks, it wasn’t very much. So most of the time it was just work out of the book or 

worksheets. 

John: So you were afraid of getting in trouble. 

Jenny: Yeah. 

John: So you were afraid of getting in trouble in math. 

Jenny: Yes. Because she would be kind of – she was kind of mean, I guess. Most of time, 

when she yelled, she would yell really loud and stuff and we were scared of her. 

John: So the kids were afraid. 

Jenny: Yeah. 

John: And how did that influence your feeling about that class? 

Jenny: I didn’t like that class at all. 

John: Did that influence your feeling about the subject at all? 

Jenny: Yeah. I don’t like math. Mostly, just the teachers over all. I don’t like math 

teachers. I don’t know why though. 

Her dislike for the subject has influenced her feelings for the present teacher, and her 

dislike for the teacher increased her dislike for the subject. After Jenny’s comments about 

math teachers in general, I wondered if she would soften her stance. When she reviewed 

the transcripts later during a member-check, she left the comments untouched. When she 

returned them to me, I asked her further about it, and she stiffened her resolve. Jenny told 

me that she couldn’t understand why anybody would ever want to be a math teacher. 

Jenny’s mother currently teaches science, but has taught math in the past. In attempt to 

triangulate the data, I asked her about her mother.  
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Jenny: My mother isn’t really a math teacher. I mean, she doesn’t act like a math teacher 

or anything. She just got stuck teaching it for a couple of years. I mean, she’s a 

science teacher, so I don’t think that she’s like that.  

Her response showed that perception is very powerful. It might be evidence of Piaget’s 

(1967) concept of adaptation. The question I posed to Jenny seemed to cause cognitive 

conflict. A discrepancy arose between what she stated she believes and what she 

perceived she has experienced. She seemed to quickly search for equilibrium through 

assimilation and accommodation. I surmised that Jenny might have been trying to 

assimilate my comments into already existing cognitive structures, but found them 

lacking. Therefore, her mind appeared to enter into the accommodation mode. It is 

possible that she formed additional structures within the organization of her mind because 

her opinions about math teachers in general had never been challenged, and didn’t fit 

with her existing opinion about her mother. Piaget might say that she accommodated her 

conflicting perceptions by coming to the conclusion that her mother “isn’t really a math 

teacher.” 

Positive Student-Teacher Relationships  

To Jenny, the relationship between the teacher and his or her students is an 

important part of the classroom climate. She stated that my social studies class was her 

favorite one during the current year. Jenny indicated that a major part of her fondness for 

my class was the manner in which I talk to the students.  

Jenny:  Social studies is my favorite class because you talk to us a lot… 

John: When you say I talk to you, can I go back to that a little bit? 

Jenny: Uh huh. 
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John: But when you said I talk to you, is there a certain way that I do that that makes 

you feel different ways than the way other people might talk to you? 

Jenny: Well, you talk to us like…you aren’t like a higher level above us. You aren’t 

superior, as superior than some people. And you joke around with us and stuff 

like that. 

John: Okay. And how does that influence the way you feel while you’re in the 

classroom? 

Jenny: Well, it makes me like the class and it makes me just feel more relaxed and I 

don’t feel like I’m going to get in trouble so I feel that I can just be, I don’t know, 

relaxed. 

John: You enjoy being relaxed in class? 

Jenny: Yeah. 

Jenny’s is describing the respect feature of Oldfather’s (1993) “honored voice” 

concept within the classroom climate and how it influences her attitude. Goodenow 

(1991) believes that, if my students perceive that their participation is valued, it will lead 

to a sense of belonging. Goodenow calls this sense of belonging situation-specific. 

Jenny’s comments are consistent with this idea. They provide evidence that she perceives 

a strong sense of belonging in one classroom, and just as strong a sense of alienation in 

another.  

Climate and Learning 

Jenny spoke ill of classroom climate that she perceived to be negative, and 

glowingly of classroom climate she considered to be positive. I wanted to know how the 

climate of a classroom influences Jenny’s ability to learn. 
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John: So, you know, you mentioned being relaxed and you’ve also mentioned being 

stressed. 

Jenny: Right. 

John: What does that do to your learning? 

Jenny: Well, when I’m relaxed, I guess I feel like I can learn better and I remember 

more. But when I’m stressed out, I usually just kind of think of – understand it for 

a little while. But then after I’ve taken the test or done the homework, I usually 

forget about it and don’t really go back to it. It just makes it easier to remember 

and stuff. 

John: When you’re in a classroom where you’re afraid of getting in trouble or those 

kinds of things, and you compare that to a classroom where you’re relaxed and 

whatever, which one is easier to go on autopilot? 

Jenny: Most of the time the stressed out class because I guess I get bored and I 

just kind of sit there like this. [she stared straight ahead for approximately three 

seconds, tilting her head slightly, eyes glazing over] But I’m thinking about other 

things and kind of zoning out. But it looks like I’m paying attention until they call 

on me. 

John: Okay. And then? 

Jenny: And then I’m like, “Um.” And I start to laugh because I have no clue. And then 

the teachers get mad. But that’s okay. 

The climate of the classroom influences Jenny’s perception of the learning environment. 

When Jenny gets stressed out, she disengages, or mentally turns-off. This is consistent 

with Small, Dodge, and Jiang’s (1996) assertion that anxiety is counter-productive to 
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student motivation. When anxiety strikes, Jenny goes on autopilot and mentally checks 

out. When this occurs, she becomes disinterested, and eventually bored. Small, et al., 

claim that boredom is the other reason a student might become unmotivated in school. In 

Jenny’s case, one might often lead to the other. This boredom and disengagement 

together sometimes lead to Jenny’s lack of understanding, which, coupled with the 

possibility of being called upon to answer questions in the class, may lead to more fear, 

and more stress.  

Jenny’s fear might also relate to the “needs” category. It could be considered an 

element of the safety/security level of Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs. Maslow 

theorized that lower needs must be satisfied before people may work to satisfy higher 

needs. He might argue that, in Jenny’s case, a stressful classroom climate makes it more 

difficult for her to adjust to a higher level where her attention might be aroused, leading 

to active engagement in learning. I will probe deeper into her fears and their effects on 

her motivation to engage in learning during the next section. 

Jenny’s perceptions of each classroom’s climate and how she fits within each 

classroom climate are sweeping in their importance. These perceptions are influential to 

her situational classroom needs, her situational classroom self-efficacy, her perception of 

the content value, and to her interest in what she perceives a particular class might have 

to offer.  

Perceived Student Needs 

Fear 

Jenny talks often of her worries and fears in school. While I probed for other 

influences on her motivation during our interviews, Jenny repeatedly returned to her 
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fears. Though many of her fears are situational and are undoubtedly a product of specific 

classroom climates created by her perceptions of her individual teachers, others are not. 

These are clearly embedded within the student needs category.  

John: Okay. Tell me, if there were no such thing as grades, what would you do in 

school? 

Jenny: I probably wouldn’t do as much, I guess. I mean, I’d probably still do some, but I 

probably wouldn’t worry as much as about tests and things like that. 

John: And you do worry about tests. 

Jenny: Yes. 

John: What kinds of worries do you have? 

Jenny: I don’t think I take tests very good because I know the stuff, but usually I forget it 

from the night that I studied and never have to do it. I don’t like doing the essay 

questions. And I’m just afraid that I’m going to fail the tests because they’re 

worth a lot of points and a lot of your grade. 

John: So if there were no such thing as grades, how would that change the way that you 

studied? 

Jenny: I probably wouldn’t study as much. I still don’t study a lot. 

Jenny says that her fear of failure motivates her to study for tests. There is also 

contradictory evidence to this statement. Jenny’s last comment in this excerpt that “I still 

don’t study a lot” is more consistent with my observations. She does in fact fear failure, 

and will study a minimal amount of time in order to eradicate this possibility. Learning is 

not necessarily an objective or a consequence.  
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Failure and/or the consequences of failure are perceived by Jenny as punishment. 

Punishment for failing to learn something can be considered an extrinsic factor. This is 

consistent with Kohn’s (1993a) implication that extrinsic motivation inhibits 

performance. He claims that the usage of extrinsic motivators in the classroom is 

grounded in the concept that learning is somehow unpleasant. Jenny’s weak and minimal 

efforts that are based on her attempts to avoid failure and punishment do not lead to real 

learning. Kohn would probably use this as an example that extrinsic rewards are 

undermining. He might also say that if Jenny were intrinsically motivated, she would be 

more likely to actively engage in learning.  

The Need for Equilibrium 

Using Jenny’s own terminology, I probed deeper into her lack-of-engagement in 

school. In classes where Jenny is not engaged in an activity, “autopilot” is her state of 

equilibrium (Hull, 1934). Interaction was one way of taking her away from that 

comfortable, albeit non-effective state. Her fear of being called on while she was zoning 

out tends to keep her on her toes. 

John: Tell me about some of the times that you’re actually not on autopilot, where 

you’re doing more than just cruising. 

Jenny: Probably like when the teachers ask questions. Then I kind of have to start paying 

attention most of the time and actually think about it. Because I’m afraid that 

they’ll call on me.  

Jenny is afraid that she will be called upon in some situations, and is therefore more 

likely to try to avoid embarrassment. She claims that she does this by coming off 

autopilot and engages her mind. Jenny’s statements would lead a reader to believe that 
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she is somehow motivated to remove herself from autopilot (and engage in the activity) 

due to fears that she will be called upon and subsequently embarrassed by appearing 

ignorant.  

On the other hand, Jenny’s perception that she is kept on her toes by the fear that 

she will be called upon to answer a question conflicts with other statements she made. It 

was my position that it was important to know more about Jenny’s unmitigated 

statements about math teachers. Her statements revealed more about her inclination to 

mentally disengage in classes she dislikes. 

John: Okay. Tell me about math teachers.  

Jenny: Well, I don’t think that they do a lot of interesting things. I think they just do 

problems out of the book and can’t really make math fun, I guess. So most of the 

time they aren’t very creative. They yell a lot. I don’t know. Maybe it’s just the 

math teachers I’ve had. But I always seem to get in trouble more in those classes. 

John: You worry a lot about getting in trouble. 

Jenny: Yeah. 

John: So what kind of trouble are you talking about here? 

Jenny: Being embarrassed in front of the class. Like when they say your name, just yell it 

out, “Wake up” or something. It’s just kind of embarrassing. 

John: And this happens more in math? 

Jenny: Yeah. Probably because I’m falling asleep. So I get yelled up to wake up a lot. 

If Jenny’s fear of embarrassment was strong enough to keep her attention focused upon 

the assignment, then why is she always “falling asleep” in math? The fear she 

experiences is not a productive emotion. In a class where she feels this way, she is likely 
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to view the class in a negative sense, leading her to “fall asleep,” or go on “autopilot.” In 

addition, Jenny’s comments that math teachers “yell a lot” might lead her to believe that 

they will yell no matter what she does. This might reflect qualities of the “locus of 

control” category. Since Jenny perceives that the teacher’s penchant for yelling is not 

influenced by Jenny’s own actions, then she consistently retreats to the “autopilot” phase.  

Jenny mentions that math teachers “aren’t very creative.” This statement also 

reflects qualities of the “student interest” category, hinting that her engagement might be 

stronger if the teacher were more creative in the lessons. Glasser (1986) though, 

considers having fun in school to be one of the most important needs. Following his 

control theory, since Jenny’s needs are not being met, she will pay very little attention in 

math.  

Overall, the tone of Jenny’s statements indicates that she has a strong need for 

mutual respect. This is consistent with Scales’ (1991) position that adolescent students 

have a need for positive social interaction with adults and peers. For Jenny, her 

perception of math has been overtaken by a vicious cycle. In her mind, math is a boring 

subject that attracts nasty and non-creative teachers, leading her to dislike the subject. 

Her perception of these teachers leads to a dislike of the subject. The dislike of the 

subject leads to situations that exacerbate the relationship between her and the teachers. 

Group Work  

During an early interview Jenny told me that she liked group work. She told me 

that it helped her learn better and because it was a good method for getting away with 

socializing in school. Jenny’s enjoyment of group work suggests that her desire for 

positive social interaction with peers is consistent with Scales’ (1991) position. Seeking 
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to understand further about why she liked group work and how it influenced her, I probed 

during a later interview. 

John: You told me before that you like to socialize. 

Jenny: Yeah. 

John: And I’d like to know a little bit more about what kinds of group work might help 

you to learn better. 

Jenny: Well, I think if you’re able to socialize, you’re more relaxed. And even though 

sometimes when I do group work I talk about other things, but I also am able to 

finish the work. And I guess it just makes it easier to finish it because you’re able 

to talk about it. And it just makes you more relaxed and stuff. 

Jenny’s comments that group work “just makes it easier…because you’re able to talk 

about it” is an example of social constructivism. For Jenny, talking about an issue under 

study helps her engage by not only meeting her social needs (Scales, 1991), but also by 

placing her in position to work cooperatively with others to construct knowledge. In order 

for her to construct her own knowledge, Jenny needs to be motivated to think. While on 

autopilot, she is not motivated to think.  

Her comments that “it [group work] just makes you more relaxed” is an example 

of how group work meets Jenny’s personal needs. It takes away her fear of getting in 

trouble and the stress that goes along with it. Maslow (1949) would likely argue that 

Jenny needs to feel “safe” in her learning environment before she is able to move up the 

pyramid of needs. The opportunity to work within a group frees Jenny from some of her 

fears (e.g. getting in trouble for talking, a yelling teacher, embarrassment), opening her 

up to the possibility of thinking and discussing academic issues.  
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Jenny’s willingness to engage in cooperative learning is consistent with Fosnot’s 

(1996) definition of learning: 

“a process of struggling with the conflict between existing personal models of the 

world and discrepant new insights, constructing new representations and models 

of reality as a human meaning-making venture with culturally developed tools 

and symbols . . . through cooperative social activity, discourse, and debate.” (p. 

ix) 

In his social-developmental model of higher order thinking, Scheurman (1995) states that 

personal epistemology interacts with social contextual factors to influence reasoning 

performance. Cooperative learning creates social contextual factors, albeit artificial ones, 

which are helpful in creating Jenny’s desire and willingness to learn. 

Unintended Consequences of Group Work  

When Jenny commented that, “sometimes when I do group work I talk about 

other things,” it was reminiscent of some experiences I have had as well as stories I have 

heard colleagues tell. My experiences with group work have been mostly positive, but 

Jenny’s comments might signal that not all group work she has participated in was 

productive. I asked her to tell me more about this. 

John: Do you think that sometimes the other stuff that you talked about maybe 

overtakes? 

Jenny: Sometimes, but not all the time. Because, I mean, if you have a smart person in 

the group, usually it does. But if all of you are kind of on the same level, then 

usually it doesn’t. 

John: What happens when you have a smart person in the group? 
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Jenny: They end up doing all the work. Because we were doing a lab the other day and 

we had a kid that was genius and so me and my friend, we just talked while he did 

most of the work. And we’re like, “Wait a minute. I don’t understand it.” He kind 

of acted like we were stupid because we didn’t understand it. 

John: Did he explain the stuff to you? 

Jenny: Not really. He just kind of gave us the answers to the questions. So he didn’t 

explain why or anything. That just made us really confused because he used big 

words.  

Jenny’s comments that, “me and my friend, we just talked while he [the genius] did most 

of the work” confirmed my suspicion that, though she claims to like group work, 

sometimes it was an inefficient way for her to learn. In addition, it did not always 

motivate her to engage in active learning. VanSickle (1992) maintains that there are some 

general conditions under which teachers can reasonably expect their students to engage in 

productive, cooperative work. In a research synthesis on cooperative learning, Slavin 

(1991a) indicates that two key elements for successful cooperative learning are group 

goals and individual accountability. Jenny blames the “genius” in the group for her lack 

of effort, but that is not likely the reason. While group goals were evident in this activity, 

the absence of individual accountability was most likely the reason Jenny and her friend 

were not engaged.  

How individual accountability is satisfied (or rewarded) through group goals has 

become another hot point in the intrinsic-extrinsic debate. Whereas Slavin (1987, 1991a, 

1991b) is an advocate for using extrinsic group rewards to reward individual learning, 

Kohn (1991a, 1991b) is unyielding in his repudiation of extrinsic rewards. Slavin (1991b) 
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argues that without group rewards for individual learning, cooperative learning might be 

reduced to answer sharing. Kohn (1991a, 1991b) disagrees, maintaining that research 

indicates the opposite: extrinsic rewards are ineffective, and possibly damaging to student 

motivation. He asserts that suitable content, autonomy, and relationship components are 

the cornerstone of student motivation in cooperative groups. Either way, group and 

individual accountability are critical for Jenny. Simple group work is not necessarily the 

panacea for all of her motivational issues.  

Jenny’s evaluation of the “genius” that confused the other members of the group 

by using “big words” might also cross the border into student efficacy. Jenny’s 

assessment of the group dynamics illustrates one reason why strategic grouping might be 

just as critical as other issues when planning for cooperative learning activities. This 

example present an interesting twist to group work, since Jenny often talks about the 

positive effect that group work has on her ability to understand the content. It is also a 

significant reminder for teachers to attempt to help students make sense of the material by 

talking in the students’ language—and not to confuse them with complicated adult 

terminologies. In this way, Jenny’s comments segue nicely into the next category. 

Locus of Control-Student Efficacy 

When asked how a very difficult lesson influences her effort, Jenny became 

agitated, and started pulling at her fingers. She appeared uncertain about how she wanted 

to answer the question. She paused, talking slowly at first, then finished in a frenzied 

rush. 
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Jenny: Sometimes I don’t work as hard at it because usually if I don’t understand it the 

first time, I figure I probably won’t understand it. So I work hard to a point until I 

just get so confused that I can’t really do anything. 

When Jenny says that, “I figure I probably won’t understand it,” she is indicating that she 

perceives little chance of success, and understanding it is beyond her locus of control. 

Her comment that she “won’t work as hard,” is consistent with Keller, Kelly, and Dodge 

(1978), who claim that students who perceive the results of a situation as out of their 

control are less likely to engage in the activity. 

Social Constructivism  

Jenny’s nervous outlook surfaces again during her another conversation about her 

enjoyment of group work. Though understanding of most subject matter comes easily for 

her, Jenny worries about understanding more challenging content.  

John: What about group work do you like? 

Jenny: You get to socialize more and if you don’t get something, your friends can help 

you understand it. 

While in a quiet classroom that has no chance for interaction, Jenny feels like she is on an 

island. If she is not able to grasp the meaning of what she is learning, she is left alone 

with her own thoughts. Partly due to her hesitation to ask questions in class, Jenny is left 

to wait until later. Vygotsky (1978, 1986) maintains that humans learn through social 

interaction. Jenny’s comments are social constructivist in nature. She prefers to learn 

through socialization with others. The active nature of a productive cooperative learning 

activity is a motivating influence on Jenny. Left alone to her own thoughts, an anxious 

Jenny is likely to go on autopilot. 
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Later, I had an opportunity to probe deeper into why Jenny liked working in 

groups. While discussing her frustration with difficult work, I asked her about whether 

working in groups might be helpful. 

Jenny: I think that that’s better because you can have more people to think and if 

you don’t understand it, you can – they can help you understand. Like 

usually one person in the group will get it and they can usually help the 

other people or you can work on it together to understand it. 

Whereas social constructivism is at play in both of the excerpts above, Jenny gets more 

specific about Vygotsky’s (1978, 1986) Zone of Proximal Development in the second 

one. During the learning phase, Jenny’s perception that an assignment is difficult might 

turn her off if it is set up as an individual assignment. In a cooperative learning situation, 

though, Jenny perceives that understanding it is only a matter of time. The “one person” 

in the group who understands “it” and shares with the others is Vygotsky’s competent 

peer who helps the others along through the Zone of Proximal Development until they 

can handle the work on their own. Jenny expressed to me later that she feels a personal 

sense of accomplishment when she plays the role of the competent peer. 

Easy Work  

Jenny inferred earlier that she liked easy assignments because she appreciates 

being able to understand them. On the other hand, she told me that she perceived them as 

“boring” and unimportant. I had been receiving mixed signals in regards to “easy” 

assignments, so I probed the issue.  

John: Is being easy important? 
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Jenny: Sometimes. Sometimes it has to be hard, otherwise you’ll forget it. But when it’s 

easy, it’s – sometimes you don’t put as much work into it when it’s easy though. 

But I like easy work better. 

The mixed signals Jenny is sending were confusing to me at first. As I read the transcripts 

of my follow up questions, I became more befuddled. Then it came to me. What did 

Jenny mean by “easy?” During an informal follow-up conversation, I asked her what an 

easy assignment was, and she told me that there are different kinds. In other words, her 

definition fluctuates. She considers all assignments that she understands to be “easy,” but 

qualified that there are assignments that are “too easy.” These are the ones that she 

doesn’t put as much effort into. She called them “baby assignments.” Assignments that 

are too easy for Jenny influence her perception of their value along with her interest in 

engaging in learning.  

Knowing what her definition of an easy assignment was, her later transcripts 

began to make more sense. Her inconsistent comments concerning the ease and difficulty 

of certain assignments are more understandable by differentiating between “easy 

assignments” and “baby assignments.” 

John: You’ve already kind of talked a little bit about easy lessons, but what did you 

mean by saying that easy lessons, you like them but, you know, what do you do 

with an easy lesson? 

Jenny: Just write down whatever answer comes in my head first, or the right answer. 

Usually they have right or wrong answers.  

John: Uh huh. 
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Jenny: So you usually don’t really have to think as much for easy things. But easy 

lessons are also kind of boring because you don’t really do anything. You already 

know it and stuff. 

Jenny’s comments that, “they [easy work] usually have right or wrong answers” is 

consistent with the lowest level of the Taxonomy of Educational Objectives for the 

cognitive domain set forth by Bloom, Englehart, Hill, Furst, and Krathwohl (1956). There 

are six levels to the taxonomy of objectives ranging from the knowledge level (simplest) 

to the evaluation level (most complex). The level of an objective refers to the cognitive, 

mental, or thought complexity required for completing the objective. The levels are: 

• Knowledge is the remembering (recalling) of appropriate, previously 

learned information.  

•  Comprehension is grasping (understanding) the meaning of informational 

materials.  

• Application is the use of previously learned information in new and 

concrete situations to solve problems that have single or best answers. 

• Analysis is the breaking down of informational materials into their 

component parts, examining (and trying to understand the organizational 

structure of) such information to develop divergent conclusions by 

identifying motives or causes, making inferences, and/or finding evidence 

to support generalizations.  

• Synthesis is defined as creatively or divergently applying prior knowledge 

and skills to produce a new or original whole.  
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• Evaluation is judging the value of material based on personal 

values/opinions, resulting in an end product, with a given purpose, without 

real right or wrong answers.  

The easy assignments described above by Jenny are knowledge based (Bloom, Englehart, 

Hill, Furst, & Krathwohl, 1956). They require little in the way of thinking, and can easily 

be completed by Jenny while she is cruising on autopilot. Wigfield, Eccles, and Pintrich 

(1996) assert that adolescent children are going through, “the increasing ability to think 

abstractly, to consider the hypothetical as well as the real, to engage in more sophisticated 

and elaborate information processing-strategies, to consider multiple dimensions of a 

problem at once, and to reflect on oneself and on complicated problems (p. 151).” 

Knowledge based assignments require almost none of these newfound abilities, and do 

not provide students with opportunities to practice them. This is consistent with the 

observations of Eccles, et al. (1993). They found that the intellectual level of the content 

taught in traditional seventh grade classrooms was often lower than the intellectual level 

of content taught in elementary school classrooms. They theorized that this leads to the 

decrease in academic engagement of some students. Unless there is another reason for 

Jenny to become engaged in this type of lesson such as interest in the topic, their overly 

simplistic nature will likely lead her to become unmotivated. 

Not Too Easy, Not Too Difficult  

Jenny has expressed an uneasy feeling for assignments that are too difficult, while 

expressing a lack of desire to engage in assignments that are too easy. I followed up our 

discussion by asking some outright questions concerning her learning while partaking in 

easy and difficult assignments.  



 103 

John: Do easy lessons lead to learning? 

Jenny: No, not really. 

John: How about difficult lessons? 

Jenny: Usually those do because you have to think and understand it and you have to 

learn before you can understand it. 

Jenny’s comments that, “you have to think [about a difficult lesson]” is indicative of 

engagement. Dewey (1916) would agree. He maintains that thinking itself is an 

experience, and that no meaningful experience is possible without thought. 

“Understanding” a concept is a form of comprehension (Jenny is speaking of 

comprehension (Bloom, Englehart, Hill, Furst, & Krathwohl, 1956) By synthesizing 

these answers with some of the other comments she has made, I concluded that she places 

more value on understanding content than she is aware of. Considering that she feels that 

she is not learning anything new during “baby” assignments, it is no wonder she puts 

forth little effort. This is consistent with the position of Csikszentmihalyi (1975), who 

asserts that motivation to accomplish something is based upon the optimal challenge. A 

person’s motivation will be highest when an activity is not too easy or too difficult. For 

Jenny, difficult lessons can lead to learning only when she chooses to engage. 

Understanding  

Jenny talks later about a situation from a previous school-year when she was 

frustrated with the teaching methods. She related how she felt pressure in the subject. 

Jenny: And in math we do a lot of book work and a lot of writing and doing math 

problems…like, right after, one after another. We don’t get a lot of time to just sit 

or work on, try to understanding it. 
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Her frustration stems from the methods employed by the teacher and is exacerbated by 

the quick pace. In this case, Jenny wanted to engage in learning, but the way the lessons 

were set up, she was not given the chance. Jenny was seeking an opportunity to apply, 

and maybe synthesize her newfound skills. It would have been beneficial to Jenny’s 

short-term and long-term motivation (in math) if the teacher had thought out her teaching 

objectives in advance, and given students an opportunity to perform in the application or 

synthesis level (Bloom, Englehart, Hill, Furst, & Krathwohl, 1956). The lack of this 

opportunity was one more reason Jenny might perceive that this math was outside her 

locus of control. Work that Jenny perceives is beyond her control lowers the degree of 

her willingness to engage. 

Difficulty and Perceived Value 

Our state legislature passed new laws requiring middle schools to teach students 

for an additional 30 minutes, while the local district added an extra ten minutes to the 

school day. During the current school-year, our school chose to create a new 40-minute 

period in the morning called, “academic enrichment.” Student schedules are on a rotating 

basis. Most of them attend each of their academic classes for an additional 40 minutes 

each week, while others like at-risk and special education students are placed in academic 

enrichment based upon their special needs. Because the special needs students are 

enrolled in separate classes, teachers need to be creative with the content that is taught 

during academic enrichment. It cannot be based upon material crucial to the class, 

otherwise the special needs students not be exposed to it. Most teachers choose to extend, 

enrich, and/or enhance the basic curriculum. Jenny talks about one of the lessons in her 

gifted science academic enrichment class.  
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John: Have you been able to think of any specific things that you would like to talk 

about? Maybe a specific lesson or two that’s really good, really bad? 

Jenny: We’ve been doing these math things. I don’t know if I’ve mentioned them yet. 

But these math worksheets in the science enrichment. And they’re really hard to 

understand. I don’t think they’re on our level of math. And it’s twenty questions 

and most of the time we only get four or five of them right. And I think it’s a 

waste of time, too, but it’s also just so hard and I don’t like doing those kind of 

things. I don’t like doing stuff that makes me feel stupid because I don’t get it. 

John: Okay. You just – you were talking about four or five questions out of twenty. 

Jenny: Yeah. 

John: And how much effort do the kids put into that? 

Jenny: Usually some. But usually I just skip over ones. Like if it seems easy, then I’ll do 

it. But if it’s got some big word that I have no clue, I don’t try to understand it and 

just kind of skip around. And then once I’ve finished all the easy ones, sometimes 

I go back to the harder ones. But usually I don’t. I just kind of act like I’m doing 

something. 

John: So why do you just – why do you blow those off? I mean— 

Jenny: Because I think if I don’t understand it and she’s not going to explain it, I don’t 

think that it’s really a purpose. And there’s no reason to try to do it. If you don’t 

understand it there’s nothing you can really do about it. 

The level or degree that Jenny chooses to employ in her engagement in an assignment is 

usually influenced by more than one factor. In this case, Jenny was clearly influenced by 

the perceived difficulty of the math questions. She claimed to do the few that she could, 
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then pretend to work on the others. During one of my observations, I noticed Jenny 

feigning work. By spending her energy on appearances rather than engagement in 

learning, she has become quite proficient. Jenny’s comments that, “If you don’t 

understand it there’s nothing you can really do about it” go along with her admission that 

she pretended to work instead of putting forth stronger effort is consistent with Keller, 

Kelly, and Dodge (1978), who claim that if a person perceives the result of a situation as 

a foregone conclusion, they will put forth little or no effort. Jenny’s actions confirmed 

this. 

While probing this line of questioning, I sensed that Jenny had begun to talk about 

the classroom climate. Remembering her “fear” of asking questions in class, I responded 

to her thoughts that, “there’s nothing you can really do about it” by suggesting that she 

could ask questions. Her answer was not about classroom climate, but instead about her 

perceived idea of the importance of the assignment.  

John: How about ask questions? 

Jenny: But see, they’re kind of not really – it’s not really a class. They just hand out 

worksheets and you do it the whole time. So there’s not – she won’t really answer 

your question. And it’s not for a grade really. It’s just kind of extra points maybe. 

I’m not sure how she adds it all up. 

John: Is that important? 

Jenny: I don’t think they’re that important, so I don’t spend a lot of time trying to do it. 

John: No, the fact that she doesn’t – you’re not even sure how these things factor into 

your grades. Is that important? 
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Jenny: No. Because if I don’t know how – I don’t think it costs that much -- I mean, not 

costs. I don’t think that it really brings up or down your grade any. So I guess if it 

was a big part of it, then I’d probably try to spend more time on it. But I don’t. 

The interplay between the difficulty of the assignment and Jenny’s perceived value of the 

assignment is important to note. If Jenny had perceived that the assignments were “worth 

more,” she might have taken more of an interest in completing them. That was not the 

case. She was utterly confused by the overall difficulty of the assignment (seeing the 

possibility of successful completion of the assignment as controlled externally), unclear 

as to the extrinsic value (amount it was worth in points toward her grade), and very clear 

as to lack of intrinsic value in the assignment. Therefore, Jenny put forth very little effort 

and the assignment remained incomplete.  

Relevance-Content Value 

 Originally, I was seeking data that might provide me with evidence of how the 

relevance of the content being taught in school either motivates or does not motivate 

Jenny. I found that she is not overtly aware of any deep outside relevance concerning 

school-based content.  

John: What will you use after you leave school that you’re learning while you’re in 

school? 

Jenny: Probably the language arts the most. And a little bit of math, but I think that most 

of the math that we learned a long time ago is what I’ll probably use more than 

what we’re learning now, because I don’t see how equations could help you with 

what you’re going to be using in the future. And maybe a little bit of science, but 

not as much. So probably mostly language arts. 
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John: Okay. What aspects of language arts? 

Jenny: Probably spelling and stuff because you have to write a lot of papers in high 

school and college and probably the vocabulary. 

John: How about beyond college? 

Jenny: Yeah, you’ll probably use a lot of vocabulary and stuff after college. It depends 

on what jobs you have, I guess, depending on what you use. Because you might 

need a lot of the punctuation and grammar and things like that if you have a 

writing job, like in the newspaper or something. 

Jenny’s comments show a rudimentary understanding of how basic skills might help her 

in her life outside of school, but little else. For Jenny, it might be helpful for her teachers 

to follow Hootstein’s (1994) recommendation that teachers make the intended value of 

learning unambiguous to their students.  

Long-term Relevance   

I probed deeper into how Jenny perceives the value of the content she learns in 

school. This is a concept that she seemed to struggle with. 

John: Tell me about things that are important that you’re learning. The actual content 

and what makes it important. 

Jenny: Like a lesson that we’ve been learning? 

John: Anything. Sure. 

Jenny: Well, I’m not really sure if anything important that we’re learning right now. 

Maybe the Constitution. I guess that’s kind of important because if you got 

arrested or something, you might want to know your rights. So I guess that’s 

pretty important, to know your rights and things like that.  
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Jenny’s perception of her future plans do not include even the remote possibility of being 

arrested. In fact, her perception of the long-term relevance of material had little to do 

with her motivation to engage in understanding the lessons teachers prepared for her in 

school during the present.  

Jenny does not think much about the future. When she does, her vision tends to 

lack details. In fact, her career plans and her present motivation were almost completely 

at odds.  

John: One of the career ideas that you gave me – what was the first one that you said 

again? 

Jenny: Orthodontist. 

John: Okay. Do you understand what an orthodontist has to go through? 

Jenny: Lots of school. 

John: And lots of— 

Jenny: Math 

John: Uh huh. Does that, is that going to influence your career choice? 

Jenny: I’m not sure. 

John: Have you done any thinking about that? 

Jenny: No, not really. 

John: I’m not trying to— 

Jenny: Kind of. I thought of about, I thought being an architect would fun, but then I 

thought about the math that you have to do and I was like, no. I think I’m going to 

scratch out that idea. So, I don’t know. I probably wouldn’t go into that. So I’ll 

probably do something that wouldn’t take as much math skills just because I don’t 
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think they’re very fun and it takes a long time to do most of it, because it has lots 

of steps to it and stuff. 

While this exchange was occurring, Jenny’s romanticized version of the future collided 

with her current perception of math. Jenny shared a number of possible career choices 

with me. Most of them will require a math/science background. Though she was not 

willing to count most of them out (except maybe architecture), she unwillingly 

acknowledged that a discrepancy did exist between her long-term career choice and her 

perception of how important the current math might be. Regardless, she continued to 

insist that the algebra she was learning is useless. 

Teaching Methods  

Jenny also discussed her perception of the relevance of math and science. During 

this exchange, her tone was faintly sarcastic and mocking. Uncomfortable with sharing 

her negative way of thinking, she giggled nervously as she opened up and described her 

inner feelings about the content in her science and math classes. 

Jenny: But in science, it’s just weather patterns. I mean, I guess that’s kind of important 

to understand, but not really. I mean…[Jenny gestured toward the window] Go 

stick your head out the window and see what the weather’s going to be like for the 

day. So I don’t see how that’s really important. 

John:  So you’re just going to rely on somebody else to tell you what the weather is? 

Jenny: Yeah. 

Jenny’s perception of the weather lesson as unimportant is grounded in more than her 

perception of its value. Earlier Jenny had described the weather lesson, and in actuality, 

she had been describing a lesson that she had difficulty understanding. 
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John: So when you were not understanding the science lesson today, what kind of 

lesson was it? Although it was about weather patterns, what kind of lesson did 

you do in order to learn the material? 

Jenny: Well, she was reading it off a paper and it was also on an overhead. And then we 

were also doing a worksheet with it and answering questions. It was stuff about 

like what does this mean and stuff like that. If it’s pointing this direction, what 

does that mean? 

Though it seems like a difficult task to make a case that weather is irrelevant, Jenny’s 

attitude toward the teaching methods made it much easier for her. Her lack of desire to 

learn about it was powerful. Her secondary comments about the teaching methods such as 

reading off a paper, the overhead, or worksheets revealed the reasons for her disdain. 

Keller’s (1983) argument that a student’s perception of the relevance of material comes 

from the way the material is taught fits with Jenny’s assessment of this assignment. Jenny 

told me later that she had been bored, and had put herself on “autopilot” during the early 

part of this science lesson. Too late, she realized that she was having trouble 

understanding what she was expected to know. During the middle of the weather lesson, 

Jenny’s anxious desperation led to effort to complete the assignment. Shaking her head 

and rolling her eyes, she communicated that she was able to finish her worksheet without 

truly understanding the concept.  

Though I already suspected the answer, I waited a week and asked Jenny if she 

had followed up the lesson on her own and tried to understand the concept that she 

missed that day. Her answer came in the form of a laugh. Her perception that the lesson 

lacked value led to her decision to avoid following it up and trying to make sense of it.  
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A Waste of Time  

Jenny’s perception of algebra’s lack of relevance is intense. She spoke of content 

in school (especially in math) on numerous occasions as a “waste of time.” Normally 

quiet and subdued, asking her about this brought some important issues to the forefront. 

Sitting forward in her seat, she took an aggressive posture. She talked fast and furious 

while moving her hands about to emphasize her points. 

John: Okay. Tell me about the stuff that you – and it doesn’t have to be right now; it can 

be anything, at any point, just figuring your middle school years or whatever – but 

things that you consider to be a waste of time. 

Jenny: Most of the time things that I don’t see how have anything to do with what we’re 

learning. Like in math, I don’t see how plotting points on a graph has anything to 

do with what we’re going to be using in the future. And just things like that. In 

science, learning about rocks. I don’t see how that has anything to do with 

anything. I guess just to learn it. I don’t know. 

John: So those are a waste of time. 

Jenny: Yeah. 

John: And when you see assignments that are a waste of time, if they’re assignments 

you understand or whatever, how does this deal with – how do you deal with this 

cruise control, autopilot, what? 

Jenny: Well, usually I just write down something really quick and get it over with real 

fast and do something else. 

John: How about assignments that are worthwhile, something you feel like you should 

know and you’re learning new information? 
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Jenny: Then I usually spend more time on it and re-read it or do something to help me 

understand what I’m doing.  

Lessons that Jenny regards as a waste of time are lessons that she considers to have little 

value to them. She deals with this by getting through the lessons without too much 

thinking. Her comment “usually I just write down something really quick and get it over 

with real fast and do something else” is evidence of a lack of engagement. This is 

consistent with Brophy’s (1982) position that students must be engaged in meaningful 

tasks for efficient learning to take place. Jenny struggled more in math and science than 

she did elsewhere. Her learning could easily have been more efficient if she was 

completely engaged. During moments like this, troubled students turn off and refuse to 

complete assignments. Jenny’s perception of the content value was clearly influenced by 

her perception of the climate of the classroom and her relationship with the teacher.  

Student Interest vs. Disinterest 

Block Schedule  

During Jenny’s seventh grade year, her team was on an alternating day block 

schedule (Armiger, 1996). Rather than attending four academic classes for one hour each 

day, Jenny attended two academic classes for approximately two hours. Her feelings 

about the block schedule were mixed. She disliked the two-hour block in math class.  

Jenny: Okay. Last year we had block scheduling, so we would go to only two classes a 

day, plus our Exploratories. And sometimes the classes got boring, like math. 

John: Okay. Tell me about math. 

Jenny: Math was really boring because we would have to sit there for two hours straight 

doing worksheets and we didn’t get to talk a lot or get in trouble. And she, if she 
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talks, it wasn’t very much. So most of the time it was just work out of the book or 

worksheets. 

The lack of variation in the types of lessons turned Jenny off to the subject. This is 

consistent with Hackmann and Schmitt’s (1997) recommendations that teachers use 

multiple ways to teach new information during block scheduling. Jenny indicated that she 

did enjoy the block schedule in her other classes. Variation of lesson types was an 

important factor in her assessment.  

Jenny: But other classes, they were fun because we’d do a lot of different things. 

John: Now, what are some of the different things that you did in these classes that made 

it not boring? 

Jenny: Well, we would usually get to work in groups and we would watch a video or 

work on maps. This was usually in social studies that it was the most fun because 

I had most of my friends in those classes and we did a lot of group work. 

John: So group work? 

Jenny: Yes. 

John: What about group work do you like? 

Jenny: You get to socialize more and if you don’t get something, your friends can help 

you understand it. 

Salvaterra & Adams (1996) claim that the flexibility generated by block scheduling can 

be used to help place the teacher in the role of facilitator as opposed to lecturer, leading to 

more creative instructional methodology, allowing for teamwork to develop. In the 

classes that she enjoyed the block schedule, these characteristics were present. It was not 
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the block schedule then, that increased Jenny’s enjoyment, but the climate of the classes 

and the subsequent types of lessons employed by the teacher.  

Taking Notes  

Jenny is in the gifted science class, where the learning is supposed to transpire in 

creative ways. Jenny does not perceive it that way. Her science teacher attempts to rush 

through a great amount of content. Taking notes and passively listening to the teacher 

lecture is among Jenny’s least favorite lesson types. 

Jenny: And science, you just have to take a lot of notes and listen. So that gets kind of 

boring, too. And if you don’t take good notes, then you don’t really get a good 

grade on a test. 

Jenny perceives taking notes as a passive lesson. On the day I observed her in this class, 

students spent almost 30 minutes taking notes while the teacher read from an overhead 

projector. After approximately 15 minutes, Jenny used her hands to try to stifle yawn 

after yawn without the teacher noticing. Jenny’s comments and behavior in class are 

consistent with Hootstein’s (1993) position that pursuing interests in active ways is more 

effective with adolescent students than passive learning methods. During a later part of 

the class period, students used a ruler-like device to determine the epicenter of 

earthquakes. As a precursor to this activity, Jenny spent a few minutes talking with her 

neighbor to ensure that she understood what to do. She spent the remainder of the period 

working with the device while occasionally double-checking answers with her neighbor. 

The yawns stopped completely. Consistent with Hootstein’s stance, Jenny prefers 

socializing and working with her hands to merely listening or reading. In addition, 
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Jenny’s confirmation of her neighbor’s understanding of the lesson is further evidence of 

Jenny’s social constructivist way of learning. 

Interest and Learning  

Jenny talks of enjoying some ways of learning while disliking others. I wondered 

how this influenced her learning.  

John: Tell me about the kind of assignment that brings out the best in you. 

Jenny: Most of the time group work and projects. Because I don’t like book work and 

most of the time I just put down whatever a quick answer is. I don’t spend time 

working on it or anything. 

John: You’re also telling me things that bring out the worst in you. So if book work 

brings out the worst in you and you don’t spend time thinking about it, what do 

you do? 

Jenny: Just write down whatever answers in the book, I guess. I don’t – usually I just go 

back and look and find an answer, instead of trying to think of -- actually think of 

what I’ve learned and stuff. Just put down whatever answer I can find in the book. 

John: Does that take a whole lot of thinking? 

Jenny: No. 

Jenny’s high ability helps her make strong grades in most of her subjects. She often 

achieves good grades without putting forth her best effort. When this happens, the lack of 

effort just as often debilitates her depth of understanding.  

Textbooks  

While Jenny was criticizing one of her classroom teachers, she talked again about 

going through the motions without providing much in the way of effort. Jenny was 
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talking freely now, and her creative juices were flowing as well. Unlike before, she did 

not appear uneasy with her comments or agitated in any way. She leaned back in her 

chair, hands clasped, her opinions reflective and thoughtful. 

John: Is there a better way to learn? 

Jenny: Yeah. Probably not necessarily out of the book because most of the thing, like in 

math, you do out of the book. And I think that if we didn’t do problems out of the 

book, if she just made them up, I think that would be better. Or if she didn’t have 

us looking at the book or anything. It’s just books, I guess. Because I don’t think 

books teach very well because I don’t think they go into as much detail. They 

usually just give you the little, tiny main things. But most of the time if you just 

get from other sources or you just talk in front of the class and don’t read out of 

the book, then you get more details and understand it better. 

John: So where would you like to get the detail from? 

Jenny: I guess magazine articles, other books. I guess fictional or non fictional. It doesn’t 

really matter. But Internet. I don’t know. It doesn’t really matter, as long as it’s 

not out of the textbooks. 

John: Can textbooks be a part of all that? 

Jenny: Uh huh. They can be a part of it. But I just think other things give it more details. 

John: Okay. More details and the details help it to become what? 

Jenny: I think it’s easier to learn and understand better when there’s more details, I guess. 

The typical textbook is created with the intention of providing structure and background, 

but do not provide readers with much detail. Consistent with the stance of Wigfield, 

Eccles, and Pintrich (1996), Jenny has the ability to think more abstractly. Her 
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experiences in school have left her impatient with overly simplistic assignments. In fact, 

she feels insulted by them. The lack of sophistication with question and answer sessions 

from the non-detailed textbook simply disinterests her. Consistent with Eccles et al. 

(1993), Jenny’s gifted intelligence coupled with lessons that she perceived to be below 

grade level led a lack of interest and a subsequent lack of engagement. 

Disinterest  

During several conversations, Jenny gave me the impression that she struggled in 

math. I made the assumption that she struggled in math due to her difficulty in 

understanding the subject matter. Though it may have played a role in her dislike for the 

subject, there was something else. 

John: If you blinked your eyes right now and you opened them back up. You’ve just 

been given a magic potion that gives you the greatest amount of math ability that 

you could have. How would that change your view of math? 

Jenny: I still wouldn’t like it, because, I mean, I understand the math and I can do it. I 

just don’t have fun in those classes. And it just gets boring because we don’t ever 

do anything interesting. 

Jenny’s struggles are due to her lack of engagement in the content. Cruising on autopilot 

is obviously not the most efficient way for Jenny to learn, and she has little interest in 

engagement. I wondered which came first, her dislike for the math or her struggles in the 

subject.  

Seeking an answer to my question, I employed Jenny’s permanent file and a paper 

from a lesson I assigned back on the first day of school. Jenny’s intelligence is considered 

gifted in the math area. From all appearances, she did not struggle in this subject until the 
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seventh grade. On the first day of the present school year, I had asked students to 

compose a written assessment of social studies, along with their favorite and least 

favorite classes as far back as they could remember. Jenny listed math as her least 

favorite class since the fifth grade. Jenny’s disinterest in math did not hinder her 

performance until the content became more complicated.  

Having Fun  

Jenny talked about having “fun” in certain classes, and the lack of fun in most 

others. After surveying her numerous comments I began to wonder, what difference does 

fun really make? 

John: How can fun help you learn? 

Jenny: It just makes you, I guess, be more motivated to do it. When you want to do it, 

you know, instead of being kind of, “I really don’t want to do this because it’s 

boring.” So I guess when you – I think when you get to color, it makes lessons 

fun. And if you get to draw or do something that’s not out of the book again. But 

it just makes it more interesting. 

John: Do interesting things just come to you easier, or do you actually become more 

actively engaged? I mean— 

Jenny: Both. I think it’s easier and it makes me learn better and help me out with 

understand stuff. 

John: How about remembering? 

Jenny: Yeah. I remember a lot better, because I remember like in third grade and stuff 

when we had the multiplication songs, you would memorize those. Because I 

could never memorize the multiplication tables. When they added the song to it, 
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then I could remember. And that made it fun because it had something that you 

could do. 

John: Do you still remember the multiplication songs? 

Jenny: Not the songs, but I can remember the tables, though. 

John: Uh huh. 

Jenny: But I think the songs helped a lot. 

John: Can you think of any other fun things like that you’ve been able to remember in 

recent times? 

Jenny: Like a lot of times, I guess in sixth or seventh grade, our teachers would give us 

little phrases to memorize things. In seventh grade, when we were learning the 

classification things of animals and stuff, our teacher would tell us to come up 

with a way to remember it and I remember Katy Picks Crabs Off Fred’s Green 

Ship. And you could remember Kingdom, Phylum, and then like all those 

different things. I don’t remember the “C” one, but – Class – and stuff like that. 

John: Keep going. Keep going. 

Jenny: I can’t remember the “O” either. 

John: Well, you got three out of seven.  

Jenny: Yeah. 

Jenny discussed several activities she considers fun: hands-on activities such as coloring, 

music, and mnemonic devices. The coloring is consistent with Hootstein’s (1993) 

position that adolescent students prefer working with their hands. These activities were 

fun and motivating for her, and were useful in her learning as well. The music and 

pneumonic devices were used by Jenny’s teachers to help them learn knowledge-based 
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objectives (Bloom, Englehart, Hill, Furst, and Krathwohl, 1956). Normally, Jenny is 

disengaged during factual lessons, but the fun nature of the lesson motivated her. Later 

that day, without stopping to discuss it or even looking in my direction, Katie walked by 

me in the hall with a big grin on her face and listed the other four in her mnemonic list: 

order, family, genus, and species. Her point was well taken. Fun can be both motivating 

and an effective way to learn in a classroom setting. 

Conclusion 

 Jenny’s sunny demeanor, high grades, popularity, and involvement in 

extracurricular activities are features that are simple for the casual observer to notice. On 

the surface, Jenny appears to be quite comfortable with her relationships and social 

position in the school hierarchy. This is not necessarily the case. Without asking her, the 

casual observer would never know how much Jenny’s perceptions of her school 

experiences are clouded by her inner fears. As adults, we interpret our relationships 

through our own experiences. For those who have experienced adolescence decades in 

the past, we might assume that a student like Jenny seems to “have it all.” After Jenny 

told one of her teachers that she was going to participate in my study, the teacher jokingly 

asked me what I expected to learn from her. “After all, Jenny is already highly 

motivated.”  

We teachers sometimes take students like Jenny for granted. They do well in 

school, do not cause any trouble, have no overt special needs, and essentially blend into 

the woodwork. My fellow teacher’s assumption that Jenny is already highly motivated 

was ill-defined and slightly exaggerated. My research question seeks more than the 

observable, “How can I get my students to complete their work?” I was seeking 
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motivation more consistent with Brophy’s (1982) definition of “motivation to learn” as 

the tendency to approach tasks with serious intent to do them carefully and get the benefit 

from them, and not merely to complete them. I was interested in knowing what school 

factors influenced Jenny to actually engage in her own learning. When Jenny coined the 

phrase “zoning on autopilot” during our first interview, I had found our starting point. 

How might teachers influence Jenny’s effort to engage in her learning beyond the 

autopilot stage? 

During the months that Jenny let me roam freely through her perceptual world, I 

found that there were three major features influential to her motivation to engage in her 

own learning. First and foremost, Jenny’s innate fears needed to be mollified. Second, 

given that these fears were placated, the opportunity for social constructivist learning was 

compelling to her. Finally, Jenny values opportunities for higher order thinking.  

Awareness and understanding of Jenny’s fears are crucial in comprehending how 

she can be motivated to engage in her own learning. Her fears can be viewed in two 

equally important directions. First, Jenny’s overall perception of her relationship with the 

teacher works hand-in-hand with her global perception of the classroom climate. Positive 

perceptions create the possibility for efficient engagement, whereas negative perceptions 

can easily reduce Jenny to the autopilot mode where inefficient learning might occur. The 

bottled-up emotion that came pouring out of Jenny during our interview sessions revealed 

the strong anxiety that she feels in classrooms with poor or nonexistent relationships. At 

these times, Jenny will spend more energy trying to become invisible than in engaging in 

learning. At times, I believe that Jenny actively chooses to disengage.  
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On the other hand, Jenny can actually be motivated to engage in thinking about 

classroom activities when she is fearful of being called upon to answer a question. The 

slight anxiety associated with this possibility tends to keep Jenny on her toes. When 

students are chorusing answers to a teacher’s questions there is no individual 

accountability associated with it. In these cases, Jenny is lulled into an unproductive 

sense of security, and other reasons for motivation need to be present in order to keep her 

on task. 

Jenny enjoys learning in classroom structures that allow her to work with others. 

In classroom climates that Jenny perceives to be negative, the teacher is generally too 

controlling for her taste. One side effect of a controlling teacher is usually independent 

work. This leads to the phenomenon that Eccles and Midgley (1989) call a mismatch. The 

climate of the classroom does not meet Jenny’s needs. When engaging in actual learning, 

Jenny likes to bounce her ideas off of her peers and comparing their ideas with hers. She 

also likes to hear how her peers interpreted the teacher’s directions or comments. Dewey 

(1916, 1933) would argue that the conflict that might be created by this is likely to 

muddy the waters for Jenny at first, leading to reflective thinking and ultimately a deeper 

understanding of the concept under study.  

Jenny may not have strong ideas about what is important to learn, but she is 

openly disdainful of subject matter that she considers to be wasting her time. Through 

detailed questioning and analysis, I came to the conclusion that she is an intelligent 

individual who values opportunities for higher order thinking. On the other hand, Jenny 

resents it when she does not understand why a teacher is forcing her to learn knowledge-

based objectives (Bloom, Englehart, Hill, Furst, and Krathwohl, 1956) without 
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opportunities to let the meaning behind it sink in. When confronted with this, she 

disengages and goes on autopilot. Given the opportunity and proper structure, Jenny will 

utilize social constructivism to engage deeper into the content. 

 To summarize then, what reasons did Jenny have for choosing to engage in 

learning sometimes while choosing not to engage at other times? Jenny was more likely 

to choose to engage in learning under learning conditions that allowed her to socially 

construct meaning through peer interaction. This helps Jenny perceive the content to be 

within her locus of control while meeting some of her social needs. The nature of the 

content under study was important to the extent that it required more in-depth thinking 

and understanding in addition to simple knowledge-based objectives. On the other hand, 

Jenny was more likely to choose not to engage in learning when she perceived a 

classroom climate that was directed by a teacher who was more autocratic in nature. In 

this type of setting Jenny felt repressed and her fears became overpowering. Her 

perception of being alone in her efforts to learn increased her stress and influenced her 

perception of the difficulty of the material, often leading to various types of 

disengagement. In addition, Jenny was almost certain to choose disengagement when she 

perceived the content to be too easy. This usually occurred when the nature of the content 

was simply knowledge-based.



 

 

CHAPTER V 

MISSY 

Introduction 

At a typical school, Missy might be considered an average student. At Broken 

Arrow Middle, however, her grades rank her in the bottom third of her eighth grade class 

that consists of 377 students. She might not be considered a chronically truant child, but 

Missy did incur 14 absences during the first 102 days of school, was tardy five times, and 

left early 11 times. Missy has been either absent, tardy, or left early 29 percent of the 

days thus far. This absentee rate is far higher than the school average, which is less than 

five percent. She does surprisingly well for the number of days she has missed. A lesser 

student might drown in the makeup work that this inordinate number of absences 

requires. Missy though, has a habit of making up most of her work adequately and in a 

reasonable amount of time. At times during the data collection phase of the study, her 

tardiness and absenteeism became slightly problematic, but just as it is with her school 

work, it was never an overwhelming obstruction. 

When in school, Missy has a pleasant demeanor and an agreeable attitude. The 

seeming contradictions between her absenteeism and acceptable academic performance 

make her academic motivation difficult to read on the surface. She has some friends at 

school, and is fairly well liked by her peers. Missy is involved in community 

cheerleading, but is not fully accepted in the “cheerleading clique.” She is in the school 

orchestra, and plays her instrument well. Her grandmother is very protective of her and is 
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very involved in her upbringing. Missy is very thoughtful, considerate, polite, and 

creative. She has the tendency to wear her emotions on her sleeve, and most of the time 

she appears upbeat. On the other hand, her high number of absences and early dismissals 

may indicate existence of issues that I was not privy to. 

 Based upon her Iowa Algebra Aptitude Test (IAAT) scores along with her 

performance during the seventh grade, Missy’s seventh grade math teacher recommended 

her to take the introductory math course in the eighth grade rather than the more difficult 

algebra class. Her math score on the Iowa Algebra Aptitude test taken in the spring of 

seventh grade was a 159. This score fell just one point short of the Broken Arrow’s 

minimum score of 160 typically needed to become an eighth grade algebra student. 

Though thoughtful consideration is always given to students on the cusp, Missy’s seventh 

grade math teacher decided that it was in her best interest to be tracked into the 

introduction to algebra course for her eighth grade math class. 

Classroom Climate 

Missy’s perception of classroom climate is situation-specific—it deals with 

individual classroom perceptions—each of which is based upon her perceived 

relationship with the classroom teacher and other students (Goodenow, 1991) and her 

perception of the classroom teacher’s relationship with other students and other student’s 

relationships with one another. A classroom where students respect one another, listen to 

one another, and work to help everyone feel included is called a responsive classroom 

(Pergande & Thorkildsen, 1995).  
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Honored Voice  

The climate of the classroom is a vital ingredient in Missy’s situational 

motivation. During our initial interview, this became almost immediately clear. When I 

sat down with Missy for her first interview, she was eager to tell me about specific 

classes. 

Missy: All right. First class I went to, it was language arts. Everything went okay. We 

would mostly work from our Literature and Writing book and then we’d do like a 

worksheet or something. And then kind of a, well, boring class, but it was okay. 

She made it fun at some points. 

Her comment that the class was “kind of boring, but okay” is in direct opposition to the 

following comments. Time and again Missy tended to mentally excuse teachers for using 

non-motivating strategies if she felt that they were kind-hearted, while giving vicarious 

verbal tongue-lashings to those whom she felt were not. Usually a very positive person, 

her facial expression and voice intonations changed when talking about a social studies 

class she had one year in middle school. She became louder and noticeably irritable 

during these statements. It was evident that she was disturbed by some issues and had a 

strong need to vent.  

Missy: And then I went to my social studies class. That class was horrible. I couldn’t 

stand social studies. All she’d ever do was give us vocabulary and questions out 

of the book. Every once in a while we’d do a project, but not like that was much 

fun either because, well, she didn’t make them very interesting. So then that was 

just the worst class I ever had. 
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Missy provided me with her notebook from this social studies class, and there were 

numerous examples of doodling on her vocabulary pages. Missy told me that drawing 

was how she was able to “make it through the class.” Recognizing that she had described 

similar lessons in the language arts class described earlier and this particular social 

studies class, yet had very different perspectives of each, I attempted to uncover the 

meaning behind her words. 

 John: Tell me a little bit about [language arts]. You said it was kind of boring, but okay. 

You also mentioned that social studies was boring, but not okay. What’s the 

difference between the two of those classes? 

Missy: Well, language arts, we always had something – she was different every day. But 

when I went into social studies, it was just the same old thing. She’d always give 

us vocabulary. She’d always give us questions out of the book. And the thing that 

I couldn’t stand was that she never let the kids ask questions. 

John: You weren’t able to ask questions? 

Missy: Hardly. 

John: How did that work? 

Missy: Well, she’d like, she’d say that she’d [already] answered them and we should 

have been listening, but we were all listening and quiet and when people still had 

questions that she didn’t answer, she wouldn’t answer them. And she’d say that 

she said them already, she already mentioned the answer. 

John: What do—how do you feel the students’ relationship with that teacher was? 

Missy: We couldn’t stand her. That’s practically it. 

John: How do you think she felt about her students? 
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Missy: I don’t know how she felt, but I just don’t know. 

John: Okay. But in language arts it was different? 

Missy: Language arts, it was different. I mean we’d like, we’d read books in there. You 

know, we’d do like this little book. I know once we read that – I can’t think of the 

book – The Ghost of Birmingham, or something like that. Anyhow. So we’d read 

that. You know, she’d give us a chapter or two every day and then we’d – at the 

end, we’d do this neat little project. But I mean, some days it was interesting and 

then others it wasn’t. But it was okay. 

Missy’s comments that the social studies teacher refused to answer questions provides 

evidence that she perceived an absence of the honored voice in this social studies class 

(Oldfather & McLaughlin, 1993). In this particular class, Missy perceived that the teacher 

was not responsive to student thought, feelings, or needs. The absence of an invitation for 

students to participate in a collaborative construction of meaning led to an “us-her” 

mentality. There was little shared ownership of knowing through epistemological 

empowerment in this class. Missy viewed the content as imposed by the teacher, and the 

lack of respect she felt for the teacher further exacerbated her personal motivation to 

engage in her own learning.  

Not only were Missy’s comments distinct from one another when discussing each 

of these classes, her demeanor and voice inflection changed so unmistakably that it is 

important to note her strong emotions. Her perception of the relationship between teacher 

and student was a recurring matter of importance to Missy. This is consistent with Van 

Hoose’ (1991) assertion that the quality of this relationship is the most important element 
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of middle school education. For Missy, positive relationships with teachers provided her 

with the foundation to learn.  

Getting in the Swing  

Missy spoke of the personal value she placed upon “being in the mood to learn” 

on more than one occasion. One of her teachers used gaming in the classroom as a 

focusing activity.  

John: Okay. Tell me a little bit about your math class. 

Missy: My math class? Well, every day we’d do like this fun little “Get into the Swing” 

game, like to get us in the mood, to get us excited about math. And we’d always, 

we’d have these little journals and every Friday we would write in the journal 

about something of what we’ve learned about the whole week. So that way we 

could like review what we’ve learned and we could remember that, like. So that 

way we wouldn’t forget it by next week if we were doing something with the 

same steps and the same stuff. 

John: What did this “In the Swing” game do to your attitude toward other things? 

Missy: That year I did good in math. I mean, it helped doing that instead of just going in 

there, sitting down, giving us book work and all that. It really got us excited about 

math. 

Missy’s comments are consistent with Hootstein’s (1994) assertions that game-

like features will interest students. Unsaid by Hootstein, is the longer-term influence 

gaming might have on a student’s perception of a class’ climate. For Missy, gaming in 

her math classroom had a strong influence on her perception of the teacher and the year’s 
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content. She became “excited about math.” In turn, she became more engaged in the 

material, and by doing so, became a more motivated and a “better” math student. 

Getting in the Swing Part II: Extrinsic Motivators  

During another school year, Missy’s math teacher used extrinsic motivators to get 

the students interested in the subject. How an extrinsic reward might influence a student’s 

desire to participate in a classroom activity is, at least in part, due to how the student 

perceives the reward and how the student perceives the reward’s relationship with the 

activity. I have included it here because Missy’s perception of the activities went beyond 

the extrinsic rewards. The activities had the same effect on her as the “getting in the 

swing” game did. 

Missy: And we’d always have these problems to do at the beginning of each [math] class. 

Like these little problems. And whoever got it right got like some candy or 

something, like a little reward. And then that’s about it. 

John: Let’s go back to something you just said about candy. How, what did that do to 

you, to the class? 

Missy: I mean, it got them, they figured out that if they get the problem right, they’ll get 

candy. And kids love candy. And so that got them to working faster, trying to get 

it. So that way, if the problem came up on the board and they didn’t get it, if they 

got it and then they get it right, they’d get a piece of candy. 

John: Now, did everybody get candy who got it right? 

Missy: She usually did first hand raised. But if – she’d usually do one or two problems to 

like even it out. But the person that got candy before couldn’t get it them. So that 

way, the whole year everybody would get candy at least once. 
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John: Well, when you – did you ever get candy? 

Missy: Yes. 

John: Okay. So after you got candy, let’s say the next day or the next week, knowing 

that you wouldn’t be getting candy any time soon, what did you do with that kind 

of situation? Did you still continue to try hard and get it done quickly and things? 

Missy: Yes, because usually what she did, even though I got candy – I’d like raise my 

hand first so that way it made people like try to hurry and raise their hand. 

Because they’d know that I got candy and that I wouldn’t get candy and stuff. 

John: So then it wasn’t just the candy that got you working. It was something else. What 

else was it? 

Missy: I don’t really know. I mean, I loved math that year. I mean, she had these little 

plastic figurines and she’d like pour water in it showing volume and all that. And 

she’d have like—she’d let us work with little blocks to work out problems. 

Missy’s descriptions of this class were very enthusiastic. Fantuzzo, Rohrbeck, Hightower 

and Work (1991) would likely have argued that the offer of rewards in Missy’s math 

class might elicit temporary compliance, but would be ineffective in helping her to 

become caring, and responsible self-directed learner. In a laboratory setting, this might be 

the case, but the extrinsic rewards did not have this simple effect on Missy. Something 

more complex was at play in this case. Missy’s perception of the classroom climate was 

positively influenced by the emotional charge she received from the existence of the 

extrinsic rewards. On the other hand, Missy’s reaction to the game was plainly influenced 

by her perceived relationship with the teacher and by her perception of the classroom 

climate. Missy’s comments are inconsistent with the literature claiming extrinsic 
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motivators undermine intrinsic learning (Deci & Ryan, 1987; Kohn, 1993a, 1993b, 1996; 

Lepper, Keavney, & Drake, 1996; Ryan & Deci, 1996) while supporting Cameron and 

Pierce’s (1994, 1996) position that extrinsic rewards can enhance learning. 

Enthusiasm From Strange Places  

The climate of the classroom plays a significant role in Missy’s desire to 

participate in a classroom. During the current year, I observed Missy in Mrs. Rocker’s 

science class. Mrs. Rocker had created an extensively detailed paper hat that was shaped 

like a volcano. For about a week, it was a very popular piece to a number of students’ 

ensembles. Each day, students vied for the opportunity to wear it. On the day I was 

observing, Missy was among the majority of students who viewed the opportunity to 

wear the hat as an honor.  

John: I saw somebody walking around with a hat on. What’s that all about? 

Missy: That’s Ms. Rocker’s volcano hat. She created that and like whoever wears that is 

like the special person of the day or something like that. 

John: What does that do? I mean, do you want to wear the hat? 

Missy: I don’t think that it gave them any special ability or anything, but, I mean, it’s just 

something to like get you interested and motivated. You know, I mean, they’re 

just like, “What are you wearing?” “Oh, it’s a hat.” 

John: Does that change the climate of the classroom at all? 

Missy: It will get people saying just like, “Ew, ew, ew, can I wear the hat tomorrow,” and 

stuff like that. 
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As silly as it might sound, the hat was a tangible method for students to show their 

enthusiasm for Mrs. Rocker’s science class. While some were clearly not interested in the 

hat, the enthusiasm of the majority gave her class a more energized atmosphere. 

Humor in the Classroom  

Missy discussed her Georgia history class in the next excerpt. She describes one 

of the ways that humor helps to gain and to maintain her attention.  

Missy: And then social studies, fun class. Funny. Very funny. He [Missy is talking about 

me] always makes it interesting. And he always finds something, a fun way to do 

something. And we’d always watch these shows – Georgia Stories – about – and 

this guy, Collin, comes on. We always laugh about Collin because it’s – they put 

in there – well, you have three topics and we have to take five facts on each topic. 

And so then what we do is, after we’ve got our five facts or whatever, then we can 

sit there and then most of the time we’ll laugh about something that comes on. 

Like instead of him giving us the real topic, he’ll give us like the very cheesy re-

enactment or something like that. And so, that’s about it. 

John: So the thing about Collin, the host of the show, what’s funny about this guy? 

Missy: He talks funny. He talks like he wants to be like a news reporter or something, 

which all he does is talk about Georgia Stories. And, I mean, he’s not really the 

narrator, but he just like goes in there and he’ll like, he’ll introduce the subject 

and then the subject will take off from there. 

John: I see. And the fact that you’re able to laugh about this as opposed to taking it all 

100% seriously, what does that do? 
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Missy: Well, I mean, laughing about it, it’ll get us like excited to like, we want to see like 

another one. And so that way it will get us like encouraged to like learn more 

about whatever. 

John: But you take the subject matter seriously? 

Missy: Uh huh. 

A sense of humor is one of the key qualities The National Middle School Association 

(1986) has identified for effective teaching in the middle school. In Missy’s case, her 

perception of her teachers’ sense of humor is important to her perception of the classroom 

climate.  

Perceived Student Needs 

As pre-adolescent and emerging adolescent teenagers, middle school students 

possess unique characteristics that lead to a set of unique needs. Scales (1991) lists seven 

key developmental needs that generally characterize adolescent students: 

• positive social interaction with adults and peers  

• structure and clear limits  

• physical activity  

• creative expression 

• competence and achievement  

• meaningful participation in families, school  

• communities, opportunities for self-definition  

Some of these needs are more essential to Missy than others. The data reveals that 

a number of these needs have been met at various times by some of Missy’s teachers. At 

other times, the absence of a teacher’s commitment to meeting certain needs (at least in 
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part) resulted in a lack of motivation and/or Missy’s perception of a negative classroom 

climate. I have organized this section into subsections that illustrate Missy’s key needs, 

how the needs were or were not met at school, and how that influenced her motivation to 

engage in her own learning. 

Peer Interaction  

Young adolescent students’ concentrations are highly oriented toward peers and a 

concern about social acceptance. Urdan, Midgley, and Wood (1995) recommend work in 

small groups to promote opportunities for interaction with peers and adults. Missy 

discusses her perception of group work. 

Missy: Group work to me, it seems that you get to get to know your peers a little better, 

plus it’s – if you’re working on like a big, big project, then it may help get the 

work done when it’s done. But if – I like working in groups because to me it just 

seems more fun because you get to work with your friends. It has nothing to do 

with like taking the easy way out and stuff.  

Missy’s comment that group work helps students to get to know their peers better is 

consistent with the position of Wigfield and Eccles (1994). They concluded that middle 

school students are concerned with social acceptance. Missy also states that group work 

“seems more fun” than traditional seatwork. Her reasoning is that “working with her 

friends” is better than working alone. The collaborative nature of this type of work fulfills 

another need. Scales (1991) claims that adolescent students have a need for positive 

social interaction with adults and peers. 
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Competence, Achievement, and Autonomy  

Another adolescent need is the desire for competence and achievement (Scales, 

1991). Missy told me about a lesson in math that made her feel a sense of self-

determination. 

Missy: Math class was fun. I had a funny teacher. She was, I don’t know, she’d always 

have something fun to do. Like I remember we had to work – she gave us this 

little math project and we had – it was like we were on our own, we were 

teenagers, and we had to buy groceries, taxes, bills, etcetera. And that worked and 

it was fun. 

Missy’s enjoyment of this lesson is consistent with Scales (1991) adolescent needs for 

competence and achievement. This simulation provided Missy with the opportunity to 

feel independent, yet practice in a safe environment. Beane (1990) recommends that 

middle school teachers create a curriculum based on social and individual interests that 

provides students with opportunities to practice in a safe environment. Missy’s choices 

on which groceries (and how much) to buy gave her choices and experience in a non-

threatening environment. She told me later that she was faced with “real world” decisions 

that forced her to think about the kinds of choices adults must make on a daily basis. The 

“real world” aspect of this simulation might also cross the border between the needs 

category and the relevance category. 

Creativity, Choice, and Limits  

Missy discusses a science assignment that required the students in the class to 

create their own test. I found it enlightening that Missy perceived this assignment as an 

opportunity rather than an obligation. In addition to competence and achievement, Scales 
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(1991) lists creative expression as an adolescent need. These two needs work together in 

the following excerpt, along with the need for structure and clear limits. 

Missy: …This week [in science] we get to create our own test, which can be a good thing 

or it could be a bad thing. It depends on how you do it. 

Though she seemed slightly anxious by the prospect of the daunting task in front of her 

and by the unknown future outcome, she told me that she was very concerned with doing 

a good job and getting a good grade. She told me later that the lack of guidelines first 

described by the teacher was later salved. The adolescent need for structure and limits 

that Scales (1991) listed was a factor in how Missy perceived the assignment. It was a 

new type of assignment, and until she clearly understood what was expected, the fear of 

the unknown outcome intimidated her. Later, she told me that she did a “really god job” 

on her creation of the test, and that she made an “A” on the test as well. 

Physical Activity  

Scales (1991) also mentions physical activity as one of the key adolescent needs. 

Working manually with objects helps Missy to learn more about a topic under study. 

Missy: Science. Science was fun. We did these little dioramas. We’d do a lab. She’d 

bring in stuff that she got from home and we’d like – like the next day we’d like 

dissect it or something. Like I remember once we did these mushroom prints. And 

that’s where you took off and you cut the stem off the mushroom. You place it on 

a white sheet of paper. And then you’d let it sit there for like a week or five days. 

And then you came and you picked up the mushroom and the pores from inside 

the mushroom were all on the paper. And then what you had to do is you had to 

spray it with hairsprays. That way the pores wouldn’t come off. 
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John: Uh huh. 

Missy: And it was an interesting lab. I’ve never seen anything done like that with a 

mushroom. 

Labs and other hand-on activities was a recurring theme in my conversations with Missy. 

She uses the word “interesting” in her descriptions, but I sensed that hands-on physical 

activities that fulfilled one of Missy’s adolescent needs. Lazear (1991) would say that 

Missy has a tendency toward kinesthetic intelligence. Kinesthetic learning is often 

experiential in nature, and is typical of lessons with social constructivist characteristics. 

Lazear calls this “learning by doing” (p. xiii). Fulfillment of this need was influential in 

motivating her to engage in learning the content. Missy discussed another lab that she 

remembered from Mrs. Rocker’s science class during the current year. Note the detail 

with which she describes the lesson and concepts learned. 

Missy: This year in science we’re doing this thing right now where we’re going to do a 

video production about volcanoes. And she always has something funny to talk 

about. It’s an interesting class. Every day it gets funnier and more interesting. 

John: Tell me more about that class and tell me more about the – tell me more about 

some of the things you’re doing with volcanoes. 

Missy: Volcanoes. We just previously got done with a lab. And what we did was you had 

to pop a balloon buried in sand to where it was kind of like a volcano. She had a 

pencil and at the end it had a tack taped to it. And what you did was you packed 

sand on top of the balloon to a certain height. And then you’d take the pencil and 

you’d poke it from the top. And then you dig away the sand at the top and then 

you’d go down and you’d look at the caldera or the place where the balloon was, 
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the empty hole. And then you’d measure the diameter and the width and the 

depth. And then we’ve also done – we went to the lab. We looked at current 

eruptions that have erupted and that’s about it. 

Missy’s comment that “every day it [science class] gets funnier and more interesting” 

speaks of her desire to participate in assignments that allow her to be involved. This is 

consistent with Hootstein’s (1993) claims that adolescent students need to pursue 

interests in active ways. Missy prefers socializing and working with her hands rather than 

merely listening or reading. I observed this lab during one of my classroom visitations.  

Missy’s recollection actually comes two weeks after the lab transpired and a week 

after the chapter test. Her detailed retention and subsequent recitation of the science 

content (even after the chapter test) shows how active learning can be influential in 

helping her retain what she learned. The learning aspect of this excerpt is consistent with 

Vygotsky’s (1978) social constructivist position.  

Active Versus Passive Learning  

Wanting to probe deeper into Missy’s strong positive perception of her science 

class, I asked her to compare the strategies used in this class with those that she found to 

be ineffective.  

John: I’d like you, if you could, to compare the way that you’re learning in science with 

ways that you think might not be so effective. 

Missy: Okay. So, the ways that I learn in – what do you mean by that question? 

John: What kinds of things are you doing in science that you find to be pretty effective 

ways of learning? 
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Missy: Oh, okay. I guess really the way that I learn best is when I interact. I’m a visual 

learner. I learn by visual things. So, like labs, videos, pictures in books. But when 

I read by the text, it just, it doesn’t click with me as well as if we would like 

watch a video or something of that sort. 

John: When you say it doesn’t click with you, what do you mean by that? 

Missy: Like I won’t – if I would like read the text and she says, “Okay. Tomorrow we’re 

going to have a quiz on it,” then I won’t remember the stuff as well as if I were to 

watch a video or look at some pictures and stuff like that. 

Missy’s comments show that she is aware that she learns well as a visual/spatial and a 

body/kinesthetic learner (Lazear, 1991). Missy is motivated to learn in classes where she 

has the opportunity to see and/or experience the content and concepts that she is supposed 

to learn. Missy will exert minimal effort to get a non-interactive or non-visual assignment 

done, but these types of assignments do not “click” for her. I asked her about assignments 

that did not click. Writing down vocabulary was the example she used. 

John: Okay. What’s your mind thinking about during this type of assignment, the kind 

with vocabulary or textbook or whatever? 

Missy: Boring. 

John: That’s what your mind is thinking? As far as your effort goes, I would like to, you 

know, kind of probe into that a little bit. 

Missy: I’ll like, I’ll put effort towards it because, I mean, it’s just that when you sit there 

and you’re doing vocabulary, I mean, you’re just sitting there and you’re just like, 

“This is so boring. I want to get it done. I don’t want to do this.” But yet 

sometimes what she’ll do is she’ll tell you to copy down vocabulary and then 
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everybody’s just like, “Uh.” But then like the next day she’ll take us into the 

computer lab and we’ll do like a little crossword puzzle of some sort. So she’ll 

find some way to make it fun, sometimes. 

Missy’s negative reaction to the more passive learning strategies is consistent with the 

position espoused by Schug, Todd, and Beery (1984), as is her preference for 

instructional strategies that actively engage her in learning. While completing a typical 

vocabulary assignment, Missy’s goal is to simply complete the assignment. The boredom 

that she discusses leads to her lack of engagement. When she has the opportunity to 

interact with the vocabulary by other means like computer assisted learning, she perks up 

and becomes more motivated to learn the material that is being presented.  

This type of assignment crosses the borders into the interest vs. disinterest 

category, but deeper analysis goes beyond the surface words “boredom” and “fun.” In 

this case, the reason Missy is disinterested in one assignment and has fun with another is 

due to her learning style needs. These needs are disregarded in one situation while they 

are addressed in the other.  

Locus of Control-Student Efficacy 

Confidence 

Missy has strong confidence in her abilities. She is a proud student who perceives 

an internal locus of control when her grades are good. Even when absent, Missy has a 

penchant for making up work. This is consistent with The Cognitive Evaluation Theory 

(Ryan, Connell, & Deci, 1985), part of which states that any incident that facilitates the 

perception that a person can control outcome of an activity will increase intrinsic 



 143 

motivation to engage in that activity. Missy makes her work up because she perceives 

that she is in control.  

During an informal conversation, I told Missy that I was impressed with how well 

she was able to keep up in school with all of her absences. The proud look on her face as 

she told me that it was easy to do communicated to me that she felt that she was confident 

in her abilities—she was in control. Graham and Weiner (1996) link the controllability 

with emotion. In this case, Missy’s emotion was pride. 

It’s the Teacher’s Fault 

In the one instance that she shared with me when she had a failing grade, she 

blamed the teacher, thus ensuring in her own mind that it was not a matter of her abilities. 

In her mind, the problem originated from an external source—the teacher.  

John: How were your grades in sixth grade? 

Missy: Grades? My grades were good. 

John: Uh huh. 

Missy: One time I did get a “U” but that’s because my teacher lost some of my work 

when I turned it in so I was – that was – I told my parents that and they 

understood. 

When Missy told me that the teacher lost some of her work, the emotion she displayed 

was anger. Her emotions and comments are consistent with the attribution theory 

(Graham & Weiner, 1996; Weiner, 1986). As a student who is used to success but having 

failed in a particular class, Missy saw the reasons as externally controlled. Because the 

failure was perceived as being caused by forces not influenced by her, she was 

unashamed. In addition, since she perceived the teacher as the source of her failure, she 
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became angry. Her reaction is again consistent with Graham and Weiner’s position that 

controllability is linked with emotion. 

Relevance or Content Value 

Personal Experience and Teaching Methods 

Missy did not talked much about the relevance of the content she is learning in 

school. In order to probe into her perception of how the relevance of content influences 

her motivation, I bluntly asked her about this concept. 

John:  What are you learning in school that might help you outside of school? 

Missy: Well, mostly in science we’re—we’ve been learning about the earth and it’s like 

rocks and sediments and stuff like that. So probably that would—I mean, I’ve 

been outside personally and looked at rocks to see what I’ve found and stuff. And 

I also have a mineral collection and I’ll go gem mining sometime. So I looked at 

those and see—to see if I could classify them basically. 

John: You looked at your own collection? 

Missy: Yes. 

John: Were you able to classify any of them? 

Missy: Yes. I was able, of what I have learned in science, I was able to classify most of 

them. But I mean, most—some of them haven’t been tumbled and polished, so it 

was a little difficult. But it wasn’t that hard because of what I had learned. 

John: What do you mean “tumbled and polished”? 

Missy: Well, a gemstone can be tumbled and polished in a tumbling machine to where it 

grinds off all the outer stuff and it polishes it to where it looks shiny and it 

removes all the dirt and other stuff from the rock. 
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John: And you—yours are not polished so you’re not able to see? I don’t—I guess 

you’re just not able to do what? 

Missy: It’s not as easy to tell if they’re not polished. But with an amethyst it’s kind of a 

crystal when you mine it, so you can tell an amethyst from a ruby or something 

like that. 

John: And how interested are you in this? 

Missy: It’s interesting, seeing as how I like—I mean, I just think it’s interesting. So that 

way you know what you’re looking at if you pick up a rock some day. You know, 

knowing somebody else, you might pick up a rock and throw it away and it might 

have been something important. 

John: And how interested in this were you before this year? 

Missy: Not very. Especially seeing as how most of my teachers made it pretty boring. I 

mean, you know, it was like, “Alright. Today we’re going to do book work. 

We’re going to do a lab.” And that was about the only time I got excited really 

was when we were doing a lab. So that way I could really interact with it. 

John: What has your present science teacher done to make it different? 

Missy: Well, she’s done a little bit of everything. We watched a video on the rock cycle 

and we’ve done a little book work, you know. And we classified rocks yourselves. 

And what she did on the test was instead of asking us to identify rocks and 

knowing their characteristics and memorizing them like some other teachers 

would, she let us classify the rocks like we did in the lab. And personally I think 

that was fun. 

John: And this rock collection you have at home, where did it come from? 
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Missy: We went up to North Carolina—Cherokee, North Carolina—and we go gem 

mining there at a little place that they have on the side. We’ve also went up to 

Dahlonega and went gold mining there. And that’s basically where we go most of 

the time. 

John: And when did you get this? 

Missy: The rocks, I’ve got them over years past and stuff. Because we used to go up there 

like every spring break. And we still go up there. It’s just that sometimes we go to 

different places now on spring break. So we usually don’t go up there much 

anymore. 

John: Did you know—what did you know about rocks before this school year? 

Missy: Nothing much really. This is really where I’m really learning about rocks is in the 

eighth grade. Besides that, I mean, we’ve studied rocks but the teachers made it so 

boring that it was hard for me to remember a lot of stuff. I mean, we studied about 

sedimentary and metamorphism and all that, but we never really learned that part 

about it. 

Missy’s comments that she had, “been outside personally and looked at rocks to see what 

I’ve found” is strong evidence that she has engaged in learning beyond the school 

requirements. She also used her own mineral collection to practice some of the 

classification techniques she learned in her science class. Apparently, there was already a 

preexisting interest there, but Missy had little knowledge of what she owned. Until the 

eighth grade, Missy also had little desire to gain more knowledge. The concepts learned 

in class changed the way she looked at rocks. Using Piaget’s (1967) concept of 

adaptation, Missy was attempting to assimilate newfound knowledge with her preexisting 
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notions about her rock collection. Her judgments of her rocks changed based upon the 

new information.  

Throughout this segment of our interview, Missy’s tone was simultaneously 

proud and condescending. In the manner of a patient kindergarten teacher, she explained 

her newfound knowledge on rocks and minerals to me. Her facial expressions and body 

language spoke stronger than her words. Though she appeared to perceive my questions 

as unenlightened, she was delighted and enthusiastic to display the details of her 

knowledge. 

Missy’s overt reasons why she perceives rocks to be relevant are basic and 

concrete. Her comment that, “you know what you’re looking at if you pick up a rock 

some day… you might pick up a rock and throw it away and it might have been 

something important” does not show a great deal of insight. Her stated reasons for 

perceiving rocks to be relevant are not necessarily an accurate portrayal of why this 

knowledge became valuable to her. In order to uncover the real reasons, it is necessary to 

read between the lines. Missy’s perception that knowledge about rocks and minerals is 

relevant comes from two sources. One, her past experiences with rocks and minerals 

provides the foundation. When Missy divulged that she owns a mineral collection and has 

been gem mining, it provided evidence of past experience with rocks. Two, her eighth 

grade science teacher provided Missy with the needed information and conceptual 

background in an interesting way.  

Hootstein’s (1995) position that relevance is inherent in subject matter through 

sufficient prior experience is right on target. Missy was easily able to relate her past 

experiences with the new concepts learned. The second source of Missy’s motivation to 
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engage in her own learning is even more valuable. Missy claims to have had 

opportunities in school to learn about rocks before. Teachers have attempted to teach her 

about rocks before, but it was all so boring she doesn’t remember much about it. In the 

past, though she still owned the rock collection (sufficient prior experience), she chose 

not to engage in learning. The way material was taught during the eighth grade changed 

Missy’s perception, making this topic more interesting and relevant to her. Through 

multimedia videos, “a little book work,” and interaction with the content (labs), Missy’s 

science teacher turned her on to rocks. It appears that the test was the final piece to the 

puzzle. Missy’s teacher followed through on the labs and provided the students with a 

hands-on test. Missy said the test was “fun.”  

Student Interest vs. Disinterest 

 Missy talks often of classes that were “fun” and lessons that were “interesting.” 

So far in this chapter I have covered a number of reasons why Missy has called classes 

fun. In this section I will specifically focus upon lessons and types of teaching strategies 

that Missy has perceived as motivating through her middle school years. 

Hands-on Activities 

Hands-on lab lessons in science have been consistently described as interesting by 

Missy. In this case, she describes an activity that provided her with a chance to use higher 

order thinking skills. 

John: Okay. Tell me more about science. 

Missy: Science was fun. science, we’d do a lab. I remember once we did a lab with 

M&Ms. And I think it was something about like simple machines, I think. I’m not 

sure though. And we always—and we had to build these machines and they had to 
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be able to pop a balloon. And we were allowed to work with nails, hammers, your 

basic stuff, to build a simple machine. And you only got certain materials to work. 

And this was like a two-week project. And you got to work on it mostly in class 

because you couldn’t really take it home. 

This type of activity fulfills some of the characteristics that were described earlier during 

the “needs category,” but is included here to show the uniformity of her comments as 

well as the reliability of this type of influence on Missy’s motivation. This is again 

consistent with Hootstein’s (1993) position that students are more interested in learning 

in active ways.  

Transference of Interest  

Missy reported that one of her language arts teachers used some interesting 

techniques and shared some “inside information” that helped her to become interested in 

writing and reading. 

Missy: Okay. Last year in language arts we – it was fun in language arts. That was 

probably the most fun that I’ve had in language arts like throughout my school 

years. And what we do is like, we’d write poems, we’d keep up with a writer’s 

notebook to where we’d write in it like a little bit. Like you’re supposed to write 

in it once a night and then come back in the next day and like share what we 

wrote. That was about like, I don’t know, five or ten minutes of class. And then 

after that, we’d move on and we’d learn grammar. And some days we’d work 

from our Literature books. We never really read a lot out of our Literature book. 

She mostly read us books. Like I remember us reading The Outsiders and then 

towards the end of the year, we watched the movie. And that – and she’d let us do 
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that to relate the book to the movie. To like – I guess what she was trying to do is 

to get us motivated into reading books instead of watching the movie.  

John: Uh huh. 

Missy: Because some movies have – I mean, some books have movies. So she said that 

instead of watching the movie and instead you read the book, read the book first 

and see which one you like better. 

John: How did that work? 

Missy: It worked good. It got me into reading. 

The language arts teacher successfully transferred Missy’s interest in movies to novel 

reading. Missy’s tone made me feel as if she was letting me in on an important secret 

when she described The Outsiders. She was genuinely impressed with her teacher’s 

knowledge and surprised by the discovery that “some books have movies.” Her 

perception that the teacher shared this “inside information” with the class made it more 

interesting to her. The look on Missy’s face as she told me this showed me that she was 

proud of herself for sharing this information with me.  

Missy’s excitement over the newfound “truth” is centered on her judgment of the 

new information, which is based upon her own experiences, preexisting knowledge, and 

perception. Missy told me that she was planning on reading more books that were later 

turned into movies. This is consistent with a plethora of research. Oldfather’s 

constructivist (1992) “Continuing Impulse to Learn” is evident in her later comments that 

she was interested in reading to see how the movies might differ from the original story. I 

was left with the impression that Missy was mentally trying out her teacher’s revelation 

to see if it was the truth. In so doing, she was seeking true understanding by constructing 
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her own perceived truth. As she reads new books and compares them to movies, she will 

remain active in her own learning.  

Variety in Class  

Teachers who used a variety of lessons and a variety of sources of information 

keep Missy more interested, motivating her to try harder. Contrary to her other social 

studies experience, Missy describes a positive social studies class from earlier in her 

middle school career. 

Missy: Like one day we may watch a video. And then we got these little maps and you 

had to color them and that helped us learn about the countries and what we were 

studying about. And we went to the computer lab and we did this fun little game. 

And it was about – it maybe took about two, three days. It was called – they were 

AfricaQuest, AsiaQuest and I think it was Quest to Europe. But I’m not sure. 

Anyhow. So we did those and you had—they came up with questions and you had 

to answer the questions as you read along and you learned about like the Middle 

East or Egypt or whatever. 

John: How does that compare to working out of a textbook or working along with 

other— 

Missy: It gets you interested. It gets interesting. Because I mean they’d have like some 

gross stuff and then they’d like – now, some kids, I mean, they’d want to read 

along, you know, to get to learn more. And sometimes there would be like cool 

stuff. Like – it was just, it was neat. 

John: And you were working on the Internet? 

Missy: Uh huh. 
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John: Okay. And these websites came from where? 

Missy: We went to the school web page. 

John: And so this is through the teacher’s web page. 

Missy: Uh huh. 

John: Okay. What kind of cool stuff? I mean, can you think of anything? 

Missy: I know that they’d always have these little mystery things and you’d have to go in 

there and you’d have to see if you could guess what it was. And then if you 

scrolled down, it’d tell you about what it was and then it’d go into facts about 

what it was. It was neat. Because then they’d have like this little quiz or 

something and then – it was interesting. 

Missy’s list of interesting classroom assignments (eg. videos, hands-on, computer 

assisted learning, simulations, games) is similar to the one declared by Hootstein (1995). 

The possibility that she might get the opportunity to participate in one of these motivating 

lessons on any given day in this social studies class influenced her attitude toward this 

class. She told me that she looked forward to going to the class.  

Computer Assisted Learning  

Missy’s comments that she was motivated by “mystery things” is consistent with 

the literature. Pate, Homestead and McGinnis (1997) state that, “learning comes from 

within, from the desire to satisfy curiosities and know more about self and society. The 

process of learning then becomes as important as what is being learned” (p. 8). The 

“mystery things” may have been artificially created curiosities, but the only way for 

Missy to satisfy them was to investigate by delving further into the content in the Internet 

lesson. 
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 Along those same lines, Missy talks about the very real possibility of finding 

“gross” or “cool” things during the lesson. Harden’s (1991) recommendation that 

teachers use adolescent fascination with murder, mayhem, and rebellion as a means to 

arouse adolescent interest in the social studies rings true in Missy’s statements. While the 

possibility of students finding “gross” or “cool” things during the lesson might be used to 

hook student interest, Missy claims that she was motivated to read the material on the 

Internet. 

 Internet lessons are only one method of using computers Missy discussed. In her 

current language arts class, her teacher used technology to create an interactive lesson 

that was part assignment and part quiz. 

Missy: Language arts. Interesting, fun class…and then we’ve – just the other day we 

went to the computer lab and we took this quiz. It was a quiz on all the kinds of 

grammar – like an adjective, adverb, preposition. And we had to click on the 

adjective or the verb in the sentence. And then at the end, she recorded the grade 

for a grade. It was like a quiz game. 

John: Uh huh. 

Missy: And at the – if you scrolled down, it had like ways to help. Then after that, we 

played – we had to play this game to where we had to match like the word, like an 

adjective and we’d have to match it with its definition. Like an adjective describes 

a noun. And so, and then you – then, that was just a fun game. It was called 

Concentration, to like help you concentration and help you to learn. 

John: Did it help you to concentrate? 

Missy: [nodding her head] Yes. 
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Keller (1980) maintains that gaining interest is a prerequisite to learning, but that it needs 

to be maintained. The computer-assisted learning served to gain, or arouse (Day, 1982) 

Missy’s interest, while the interactive and gaming aspects combined to maintain Missy’s 

interest. With her heightened interest and level of attention, a continuing motivation to 

learn was cultivated.  

Disinterest and Boredom  

Contrary to the other math class Missy shared earlier in the chapter, she discusses 

her boredom with the lack of variation in everyday assignments in another class. Though 

she attempts to sugar coat her comments with a short comment on trivial pursuit, the gist 

of her comment concerns the lack of lesson variation. 

Missy: Math is okay. What we do mostly is we go in there, we’ll work problems, have a 

quiz and then we’ll like – some days we’ll play Trivial Pursuit like after we’ve 

done math and stuff, which, that’s fun, you know. We always enjoy that, you 

know. She always lets us have like a little break from math. And so it’s an okay 

class. I mean, it’s nothing that anyone really looks forward to because, I don’t 

know, I mean it’s just kind of boring. You never do anything interesting. I mean, 

like, we’ve mostly, all we’ve done is just go in there, work problems, take a quiz, 

learn something new and maybe have homework maybe once, twice a week. 

Maybe not even homework.  

The expectations the Missy had going into class each day were the same. She expected to 

go into math and work problems and take quizzes. Her boredom is consistent with the 

findings of Small, Dodge, and Jiang (1996). They would likely say that the reason for 

Missy’s boredom in based upon her disinterest in the class due to the lack of a stimulus.  
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Sensing that an expectation of assignment variation was a stimulus for Missy, I 

returned to this topic during a later interview. I asked her to tell me more about classes 

that lacked variation in assignments. Rather than telling me more about the math class 

she discussed above, Missy thought I was talking about the social studies class that she 

had been unhappy with. 

Missy: Okay. I think that you’re referring to my sixth grade and that sort. I’d walk into 

social studies. We’d sit down. She’d put up the assignment on the board. We’d 

copy it down. Every day we did not go one day without doing vocabulary. We’d 

always read out of the book, do vocabulary, questions from the book. Every now 

and then we’d have a project, but it wasn’t very fun. She would not let you ask 

questions. She wouldn’t let you do anything. You just, she just gave you the 

assignment and expected you to do it, pretty much. Some days she would explain 

– we’d explain it every day. It’s just that she just – it wasn’t fun in that class. 

Missy’s comments that her teacher, “didn’t let you ask questions” crosses the border into 

the locus of control category. Her disdain for the teacher and the climate of the 

classroom, along with her expectation of “boring” vocabulary assignments led her to 

disengage in learning. Still talking about her dislike for the social studies class, Missy 

becomes more specific in how her disinterest in the class influences her motivation. 

Liking a class is an important feature in her mind.  

John: What sort of feeling did you have while you sat in that classroom day after day. 

Missy: To tell you the truth, I could have fallen asleep. It was the most boring class I’ve 

ever been in. After you did vocabulary and all this, it was just – I did not like it at 

all. 
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John: Uh huh. Liking a class is important? 

Missy: I think so, because it’s one way to get you motivated into learning. So like if you 

come in and you do something fun, then you’ll get interested into what you’re 

going to do later on. Like if you go in there and you know that you’re going to do 

something and you know what you’re going to do, it’s just that you might as well 

just go to sleep in the class, because it’s boring if you know what you’re going to 

do every day. 

Missy’s comments that, “if you come in [to class] and you do something fun, then you’ll 

get interested into what you’re going to do later on” indicates that the arousal of her 

interest is likely to lead to the continuation of her interest. Missy affirmed that liking a 

class is important to her. Her perception that she is likely to encounter interesting lessons 

in a particular class influences her feelings toward that class.  

Hypothetically Speaking  

Missy had been talking about one aspect of the social studies class that she 

disliked, the lack of variation in assignments. I asked Missy to pretend that she came into 

a classroom that typically has monotonous and mundane routine. When I said this, Missy 

leaned back in her chair and rolled her eyes at the thought. Next, I told her to pretend that 

the teacher had planned an interesting lesson for the hypothetical day. At this point 

Missy’s expression changed again. An optimist by nature, she became hopeful and 

animated. 

Missy: If I would walk into that class and she would have something totally different, I 

would have been so happy because that class got so old. Everybody probably 
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would have been more interested into learning, instead of just sitting in there, 

doing vocabulary and all that. 

Since Missy had lamented earlier about the negative affects on her motivation from 

getting shut down while asking questions, I went a little further with our hypothetical 

situation. I was interested in seeing how the hopeful possibility of participating in an 

interesting lesson might interact with a negative classroom climate (as perceived by 

Missy). 

Missy’s statements in the following excerpts weave their way through three 

different categories: classroom climate, locus of control, and student interest. It would 

have been reasonable for me to place these statements within any of the three sections. I 

have chosen to place them here because they are born from statements that reflect 

Missy’s interest in learning. 

John: Do you think if you were doing an assignment, that you started to do something 

different, you might get excited about it, as you’ve mentioned. What would 

happen if you begin to get excited about it and then you have questions? 

Missy: I’d probably ask the questions and to see what her reaction would be. 

John: You’re shut down. 

Missy: Then I wouldn’t really like it. Because, I mean, I like a class to where like you can 

ask questions and so that way you can get a better understanding of it. And so, if 

she were to – if I were to go in there and something was to be new and I liked it 

and I had a question about it and I asked her and then she just like – she’d tell me 

that she already addressed it – then I’d probably feel the same way, even if the 

assignment was exciting. 
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John: Uh huh. And in the end, your effort and your engagement – the things that we 

talked about as far as wanting to understand? 

Missy: They were the same. They – I wanted to understand it. She just – she’d never give 

us a chance to. 

Missy started out her statements with her eyes wide open in a hopeful expression. After I 

threw the wrench into the hypothetical situation though, her face clouded over and her 

posture was altered once again. She created a mental picture of a place where negative 

experiences were commonplace for her, and stuck to her guns.  

Her last comment that, “I wanted to understand it. She just –she’d never give us a 

chance to” reflects qualities of the locus of control category. Regardless of how 

interesting a teacher tries to make a lesson, Missy will not be motivated to engage in her 

own learning if she perceives this type of climate exists. She perceives the possibility of 

true learning as beyond her locus of control. In her mind her lack of commitment to the 

assignment is the teacher’s fault, and Missy basically washes her hands of it. She will 

likely work on the assignment without putting forth much effort, and by her own earlier 

admission, won’t learn much of anything. 

Interest and the Classroom Climate  

Missy did not feel that either her language arts class or her social studies class 

during her sixth grade year were very interesting, but she consistently absolved the 

language arts teacher, while denouncing the social studies teacher. 

John: You talked about your sixth grade language arts class and you also talked about 

your sixth grade social studies class. And in those classes, you said, “Well, 

they’re both kind of boring. But language arts was okay.” 
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Missy: Uh huh. 

John: What’s the difference in the way that you were treated and the way that, you 

know, that helps to make it okay? 

Missy: Between language arts and between the social studies class, I – walking into 

language arts, it got me up and going again. Because let’s say that I went to social 

studies first and I was – it was another boring day in social studies. Then I come 

into language arts. I’d be ready to go because she did something that the social 

studies teacher didn’t do. She changed the assignments around. 

John: Uh huh. 

Missy: And that’s about it. Besides that, it was okay. 

John: How did the feelings in a class lead to better learning or to worse learning? 

Missy:  Probably if it was a more exciting class, then I’d probably feel a lot more 

better about learning. I’d probably like you said last week, I’d probably be on the 

edge of my chair wanting to like do something. But if it was like that social 

studies class in sixth grade, I’d just go in there, sit down, and just want to get the 

class over with because it was so extremely boring. 

 Missy’s perception of how often the teacher varied assignments was linked with the 

classroom climate. In her mind, language arts class was not her favorite class, but it was a 

step up Missy’s hierarchy from the social studies class. She told me on a number of 

occasions that it “was boring, but ok.” Missy’s perception of this class was more 

favorable than her perception of her social studies class because of the climate of the 

class and the variation in assignments. There was no consistent stimulus to offset the 

boredom (Small, Dodge, and Jiang, 1996) she described, but her perception of the 
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classroom climate in language arts provided the necessary background for which she 

might be willing to engage if other characteristics, such as interest, should avail 

themselves. She may not have been highly motivated in her language arts class, but she 

was not completely turned off.  

Interest Does Not Necessarily Lead to Learning  

In one of her language arts classes, Missy discusses an experience with music that 

she said motivated her to learn a concept. 

Missy: …we learn about – the teacher made up a song about linking verbs and it was to 

the tune of “Mary Had a Little Lamb.” And then towards the end, we’d say all our 

helping verbs. And that was to help us to get to memorize it in like a fun way. 

That’s an interesting way to memorize something. 

Missy seemed to be impressed with the idea of using music as a learning technique so 

during another interview, I asked her more about the Mary had a Little Lamb song. She 

smiled, then broke out in song. 

Missy: I can—I’m still kind of memorizing it, but it kind of goes like, “We have learned 

our helping verbs, helping verbs, helping verbs. We have learned our helping 

verbs and we’ll sing them for you.” Then I don’t know the rest. Like I’m still 

working on the helping verbs. But – and then you list the helping verbs and that’d 

be it. 

This second interview had taken place almost a month after the first one. The section on 

helping verbs was long over. Missy’s comments that, “I’m still kind of memorizing it” 

told me that she felt warmly about this lesson. On the other hand, her inability to 

remember any helping verbs is an indication that music did not work to help her 
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memorize the helping verbs or to understand the concept that makes a word a helping 

verb. Thinking she might have felt ambushed by the question, I approached her in the 

hallway the next day. Embarrassed, she indicated that she still could not remember the 

helping verbs. Her embarrassment once again reflects the locus of control category. 

Specifically, Graham and Weiner (1996) might say that Missy’s interest in the 

assignment and her subsequent inability to memorize the complete song led her to 

attribute her failure to herself. 

Conclusion 

Missy’s perception of her academic subjects is subjective and situational. She 

enjoys being a part of “fun” situations, and enthusiastically seeks them out. She is highly 

influenced by her perception of the classroom climate and her perception of her 

relationship with each teacher. The way she views the lessons within a class is influenced 

by those perceptions, and the way she views the lessons influences her perceived value of 

what she is learning. In the end, these perceptions influence the amount of effort she 

deems necessary to become successful. Missy’s definition of success is situational as 

well. During classes that she enjoys, her perception of success is true understanding. 

While she is in a class that she dislikes, her definition of success is “just getting it [the 

work and the class] done.” The effort she puts forth in order to understand concepts in 

class is far greater than the effort she exerts when she is just getting the work done. 

Missy sees much of the world in terms of black and white. The gray area in 

between is very small. Since Missy’s perception of a classroom climate and her 

relationship with her teachers is vitally important to her, she has the tendency to polarize 

her perceptions of her classes. She tends to perceive events associated with teachers and 
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classes that she likes as positive while perceiving those associated with classes and 

teachers she dislikes as negative. When probed to discuss negative aspects of her positive 

experiences, she becomes defensive and cagey. Conversely, she finds it difficult to spot 

and discuss positive aspects of experiences she has already mentally written off as 

miserable. 

To summarize, what reasons did Missy have for choosing to engage in learning 

sometimes while choosing not to engage at other times? Missy’s reasons for choosing to 

engage in learning were based upon her perceived interest in a lesson. Missy’s interest 

fed upon a combination of classroom qualities. A positive relationship with her teacher 

proved to be a vital ingredient in Missy’s motivation. If Missy perceived the teacher to be 

respectful and have a good sense of humor, then her perceptions of other aspects of the 

classroom improved dramatically. With this ingredient accounted for, Missy’s reasons for 

choosing to engage in learning included lessons that involved peer interaction, physical 

activities, games, hands-on activities, and computers. It appeared that teachers who used 

a variety of lessons positively influenced Missy’s willingness to engage in learning as 

well.  

Missy’s reasons for choosing not to engage in learning often involved a dislike for 

a specific teacher or a constant expectation of lessons that she perceived to be individual 

and passive in nature. When she perceived that a teacher was disrespectful to the students 

or she perceived that she was powerless to ask content related questions, Missy was 

likely to choose disengagement. Regardless of her relationship though, Missy was 

disinclined to engage in learning when the lessons were consistently textbook oriented 
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with little or no chance for positive interaction between students or between the teacher 

and students.



 

 

CHAPTER VI 

BOB 

Introduction 

 Bob is an active 13 year-old adolescent boy. Bob is slightly bigger than most of 

the boys his age, but is not the largest boy in his class. He has light brown hair, stands 

about five foot eight, and weighs about 150 pounds, though his round and usually smiling 

face makes him appear to be heavier. His grades place him in the middle third of his class 

that consists of 377 eighth grade students. He plays football and baseball in the 

community, and is an esteemed member of the school band. He is currently ranked the 

sixteenth best clarinet player in the state. Bob likes to think of himself as a jokester, and 

he expressed to me that it is important for people to see him as funny. His parents have 

taught him to respect authority, others, and himself. During the seven months that I have 

known Bob as my student, I have corrected minor behavior in class on a handful of 

occasions. These behaviors are usually silly in nature, and are by no means out-of-the-

ordinary.  

During his years at Broken Arrow Middle, his grades have ranged from “A’s” to 

“C’s.” Based upon his Iowa Algebra Aptitude Test (IAAT) scores and his math 

performance during the seventh grade, Bob’s seventh grade math teacher recommended 

him to take the introductory math course in the eighth grade rather than the more difficult 

algebra class. His math score on the Iowa Algebra Aptitude test taken in the spring of 

seventh grade was 141 out of a possible 199. By no means does this indicate that he does 
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not have the ability to learn basic algebraic concepts, but he fell far short of the Broken 

Arrow’s minimum score of 160 needed to become an advanced eighth grade algebra 

student. Therefore, he has been tracked into the introduction to algebra course for his 

eighth grade math class, where he is achieving without struggle.  

Dweck (1989) would identify Greg’s orientation to achievement as a mixture of 

performance orientation and learning orientation. Though Bob might be considered a 

student with a stronger learning orientation, he describes evidence of both below. 

John: I’d like for you to tell me, when you come to school in the day time, what are 

some of the things that you try to accomplish here at school, the main things? 

What are you here for? 

Bob: I try to keep my grades up, which I usually do. And I look forward to coming to 

see my friends. But doing the work is easy so I see my friends and do the work. 

John: So when you do the work, you’re doing it for grades? 

Bob: Well, to learn it, too, but I want to keep my grades up. 

John: Okay. When it comes down to it, I mean, I want you to think past some things 

here. What are you learning for? 

Bob: Probably for my future. I’m learning how I’ll know how to do certain things when 

I’m older. Even though we learn some things that will have an effect on me out of 

school. 

Bob’s concept of orientation to achievement is skewed in the direction of learning 

orientation (Dweck, 1989). Under most circumstances, he will complete the work 

assigned. When he does this with a performance orientation, Bob is not usually solidly 

engaged, and he is not learning efficiently. He knows how to play the achievement game, 
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but is not an enthusiastic participant. Bob differentiates between wanting to learn 

(learning for understanding ) and being forced (learning for achievement) to complete an 

assignment. In the following excerpt, Bob discusses his perception of achievement 

orientation. 

Bob: I don’t really take in the information. I’ll take notes on it, but I won’t really pay 

attention to what I’m writing. I’ll just write it down because I have to. And then I 

go back to study and I’ll understand it a little bit more. But doing it by myself, I 

just don’t really like that. 

A responsible student, Bob will usually do as he is told to do by his teachers. When he is 

disengaged, he will assert minimal effort, “because I have to.” Under certain conditions, 

though, Bob puts forth an extra effort to understand the material. When he is trying to 

understand the topic under study, he is showing evidence of learning orientation (Dweck, 

1989). Bob will work to engage in real learning when he chooses to work toward 

understanding. 

Classroom Climate 

Humor  

During my first interview with Bob, he seemed to come to the table with some 

issues he wanted to get of his chest. As I showed him where to speak into the tape 

recorder microphone and we practiced to ensure good sound quality, Bob was bubbling 

with anticipation. He was ready to tell me the type of assignment he liked, and also 

prepared to describe the type of teacher he liked. 

Bob: I usually like to do hands-on things. 

John: Okay. 
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Bob: And things that can be kind of funny. If you make it to where it’s fun, it’ll make 

students including myself work harder. 

Bob’s desire to work with hands-on activities is consistent with Hootstein (1993), who 

claims that adolescent students need to pursue interests in active ways; they prefer 

socializing and working with their hands rather than merely listening or reading. In 

addition, Bob’s comments that he likes “things that are kind of funny” is consistent with 

the position of The National Middle School Association (1986), which has identified a 

sense of humor as one of the most important personal traits needed for an effective 

middle school teacher. I have observed Bob make comparisons between the curriculum 

and humorous experiences he has had on a number of occasions. His perception of the 

teacher’s willingness to engage in humor is an important ingredient in Bob’s willingness 

to engage in reflection. This, Dewey (1916, 1933) might say, is an important ingredient in 

motivating Bob to engage in his own learning. 

The Room is More Colorful  

When asked to review his transcripts for a member check, Bob added to his other 

comments. He thoughtfully described his perception of divergent classroom climates. 

Bob: If the teacher is dull all of the kids are dull and it causes the atmosphere to be dull. 

Yet a class with an exiting (sic.) teacher causes the kids to be kind of rowdy but 

the room seems more colorful. 

Small, Dodge, and Jiang (1996) would argue that the “dull teacher and the dull 

classroom” described by Bob are symptoms of a lacking stimulus in the classroom, and 

are likely to lead to boredom and possibly off task behavior. Bob’s description of an 

exciting classroom as “more colorful” is an indication that excitement in a class 
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academically arouses him. This is a condition that Keller (1983) links with generating 

and sustaining student interest. In this way, an exciting classroom climate is 

complementary to the student interest category, while a dull classroom climate is 

detrimental and likely to lead to disinterest, possibly resulting in the state of boredom.  

Teacher Enthusiasm  

Though teachers might display their like or dislike for a topic in various ways, 

Bob notices how his teachers appear to approach a subject in class. A teacher’s 

enthusiasm for what he or she is teaching has a marked impact upon the way a lesson is 

perceived by Bob.  

John: Okay. What makes one teacher’s lecture or one teacher’s discussion or one 

teacher’s talking about lessons – what makes one teacher different from the next? 

Bob: One teacher might – if a teacher dislikes it, she’s not going to teach it in a very 

good way. Because – and if the teacher does like it, she’ll go more into it and 

we’ll get more from her or him than just her disliking it and just reading or just 

teaching it very slowly and more boring. So if the teacher likes it, it’s easier and 

funner. If the teacher doesn’t, you can usually tell. 

John: Uh huh. 

Bob: And it just – the way they teach it is a whole lot different if they don’t like it. 

John: If they don’t like it, how do they normally teach it? 

Bob: They’ll go real boring and they go a lot – they just act like a student would if they 

didn’t like it. They don’t really want to do it, but they know they have to, so 

they’ll teach it. But it’s not going to be much fun. 
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The teacher plays one of the largest roles in setting the tone for how the Bob perceives 

the classroom climate. Enthusiasm is another important teacher trait endorsed by the 

National Middle School Association (1986). In Bob’s case, a teacher’s enthusiasm is 

contagious. On the other hand, a teacher’s disaffection with the subject can give birth to a 

contrary influence on Bob’s motivation. 

Respect  

The teacher’s treatment of the students in class influences a number of Bob’s 

motivational issues. The relationship Bob perceives his teacher has with students is very 

influential on Bob’s willingness to work hard in a class. The perception he formed 

concerning one of his earlier math teachers was a particularly troublesome stumbling 

block for Bob. 

John: So in [math] class you had some behavioral issues? 

Bob: Yeah. Just last year. I don’t know why, but I had a strange teacher. 

John: And you had a strange teacher. Describe the teacher, describe the class situation. 

Bob: She treated us with respect, but if, just certain, small little things, she’d lose all of 

her respect for us. And then that would make us angry and we wouldn’t want to 

show respect to her. So if she didn’t show respect, then we wouldn’t want to 

reflect it, give any respect to her. And I guess that is what got a lot of people in 

trouble. 

John: Uh huh. And how would she show disrespect? 

Bob: Just the smallest things. And she would yell at us like we were still in elementary 

school. Just like we hardly knew anything, the way sometimes she treated us. 

John: And you reacted how? 
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Bob: I got pretty frustrated with that because I don’t like somebody that treats me like 

I’m a lot younger than what I actually am. So if a teacher treats me my age and a 

fair punishment for the crime, then I would be a lot happier with that rather than 

just acting like we’re elementary school kids. 

John: And so this treatment – is it the treatment of the teacher toward you? Was it the 

frustration with the subject matter? 

Bob: Well, the treatment to the students, if it doesn’t show much respect we won’t 

show respect to her and we won’t want to listen to what she’s saying. So there 

were a lot of bad grades in that class because, I guess, pretty much the way she 

treated us and it was hard. But just the fact that the way she treated us just made 

us angry and not want to listen to what she was saying because we knew that if 

we said, if we like whispered to somebody, she’d get all angry and go into certain 

things about why we talk in class and stuff. It just makes it a lot more difficult 

than what it actually is. 

This math class lacks the characteristic that Oldfather (1993) calls “honored voice.” The 

negative influence Bob’s perception has of his math class’ climate is powerful. Bob was 

troubled by the teacher’s lack of respect for students. He mirrored her attitude, and 

perceived the atmosphere of the class to be negative. His perception of the teacher and 

the climate of the class bled into his perception of other aspects of the class. 

John: Uh huh. I did look back at your grades and I noticed that your grades were quite a 

bit lower in math last year than they are so far this year. Quite a bit lower in math 

than they were in your other classes last year. What – anything more about your 
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relationship with this teacher, the environment of the classroom, the climate of the 

classroom and the how the teacher influences that? 

Bob: Well, like I was saying, if the teacher doesn’t treat us like we should be treated, 

it’ll change the whole atmosphere of the classroom and everyone doesn’t really 

want to do much of her work that she’s – so we won’t – just the fact that, the way 

she’s treating us can change a whole lot of things, including our grades and stuff. 

John: Uh huh. If you’d had a teacher that would have treated you with respect, how 

would that have changed – you know, you’ve also mentioned it was difficult. 

How would that have changed the difficulty of the work? 

Bob: If she treated me with respect, I’d like the person better so I’d pay attention to 

what they’re saying and it’d become a lot easier in having to deal with the way 

she treated us, rather than the work. 

Bob’s motivation in this class was aversely affected by a dilution of relationship between 

teacher and student. This is consistent with the findings of Oldfather and McLaughlin 

(1993). This negative influence will be established thoroughly within the remainder of 

this chapter.  

Honored Voice Part II  

Stevenson (1992) claims that every child wants to be liked and respected. Bob 

shared some concerns with the way he perceived that some teachers had treated him 

during his tenure at the middle school. Since he expressed such strong opinions on the 

matter of respect, I asked him to expound upon them in his thought journal as he 

reflected. My students chose to use notebooks for their thought journals, but always had 
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the option of emailing me when they chose. One night in early February, Bob dispatched 

the following email: 

Hey, Mr. Culligan. You had asked if I put the teacher thing in my 

notebook I said yea but, as you most likely know I didn't. So here it is.  

The way a teacher acts really affects the students willingness to work. Say 

like last year I had a math teacher that really wasn't someone I liked. So that 

resulted in me not really wanting to listen to her and that caused me not to make 

the best grades in the world. I had A's in all of my other classes yet in that one I 

had a C. This year I don't dislike my math teacher and that has resulted in a good 

grade.  

Respect is a great factor in getting students to listen to a teacher. In the 

mind of a student they think that if the teacher shows no respect to them why 

should they show respect to the teacher? So if the student feels respected the 

student will respect his/her teacher and listen to them and then you have a good 

student.  

Just the way the teacher acts just really makes an impact I just can't say 

how much it actually does effect (sic) the students.  

This responsiveness to students through respect is the element of the classroom Oldfather 

calls honored voice (1993). In Bob’s case, when he perceives a lack of respect from the 

teacher, he is not likely to place a high value on what the teacher regards as important. 

For Bob, mutual respect opens up a two-way line of communication.  
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One aspect of honored voice that Bob encouraged teachers to incorporate in their 

repertoire is the treatment of students as individuals. Bob expresses this in another of his 

emails. 

Hey, Mr.Culligan. If you want me to stop e-mailing you then give me back 

my notebook! I'm just playing. I was thinking and I came up with a thing to tell 

you.  

This ties in with how the teacher treats the students. What I like and I'm 

sure others do to is when the teacher will congratulate you or just talk to you 

individually. When a teacher talks to me saying good things about me I like them 

and that results in me listening to them teach. So just simple things like that can 

get you respect from a student and as I have said before when a student likes the 

teacher they will listen to them.(most of the time anyway).  

Again, if you don't give me my notebook back I will dislike you and not 

listen! I'm just joking.  

Bob’s comments mirror the experience described by Colsant (1995). As a high school 

French teacher, Colsant was met with detachment and resistance until he listened to his 

students and began to see them as individuals. He became more responsive to the 

students first by listening to them. This change in demeanor led to a change in his 

relationship with the students and the climate of his classroom. A teacher’s basic respect 

for Bob’s humanness and individuality paves the way for his willingness to engage in 

learning. 
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Smaller Class Sizes  

Bob discussed the size of a language arts class he had during one of his middle 

school years. During this class period, students on Bob’s academic team who were 

labeled “probe,” or “gifted,” left the regular team teachers to attend language arts with a 

teacher who specializes in gifted education. One of the inadvertent side effects resulting 

from the removal of the gifted students was the lowering of class sizes for the non-gifted 

students. 

Bob: But she made it really fun because it was a small class because all the Probe kids 

went to Probe and when it’s smaller, I do much better. 

The teacher had no influence on the size of Bob’s class. Later I asked Bob why he did 

much better in a smaller class, and he told me that the teachers usually seem like they are 

in a bad mood when there are too many students in the class, but when there are fewer, 

they joke more with the students. This change in the teacher’s demeanor had a positive 

effect upon Bob’s perception of the class. 

Perceived Student Needs 

 Scales’ (1991) list of adolescent student needs includes several that Bob professed 

to be important to him. They include physical activity, positive social interaction with 

adults and peers, and creative expression.  

Hands-on Activities  

Consistent with Hootstein’s (1993) position that middle school students need 

more hands-on activities, Bob told me that he enjoyed working with his hands. He goes 

into more detail and provides an example of what he was discussing. 
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Bob: Science is usually one of my favorite subjects so I like to go in there and I look 

forward to that class. 

John: What about the class makes you look forward to it…? 

Bob: Well, we learn about more interesting things, rather than math and stuff. So like 

we’ll do labs and stuff that make it fun. 

John: The labs. 

Bob: Uh huh. 

John: Again, that seems to come back to something you keep mentioning, which is 

what? What about the labs? 

Bob: It just makes it more fun and you want to – and when you’re doing a lab and you 

have to write this stuff down, you learn it better than just sitting there writing it 

rather than actually doing it hands-on. 

Bob initially tells me that he likes science because he is able to learn more interesting 

things, but he clarifies the statement by saying that “we’ll do labs that make it fun.” In 

conjunction with my observations and with other statements Bob has made to me, I 

surmised that it was not the content in science as much as it was the teaching methods 

that influenced Bob’s feelings for the class. As an active adolescent boy, Bob has a need 

to participate in physical activity.  

In science this year, the plethora of labs provides him that opportunity. While 

learning about erosion, the students in Bob’s science class were given a Tupperware 

container with 100 grams of small rocks. They were instructed to shake the container 

until they tired. Bob’s tireless nature was suited perfectly for this type of lesson. Smiling 
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and laughing frequently during the activity, he was able to create erosion with his own 

hands and observe the process directly.  

Textbook Versus Active Learning  

On the flip side of active learning is passive learning. Bob has expressed distaste 

for methods on a number of occasions that involve passive learning. He associates most 

strategies that involve a textbook as passive (Note: Though Bob regularly bashes 

textbooks as “boring,” there are some methods that teachers have used which have been 

more successful in motivating him than others. Some of these activities Bob even 

considers “fun” or “interesting.” The majority of these will be addressed later during the 

student interest section). Below, Bob describe his perception of how the difference 

between using a book and participating in a lab.  

Bob: We’ve done a lot of labs in there, like classifying rocks. But that’s not usually 

very much fun. But— 

John: No? 

Bob: Well, it’s igneous rocks and we just look at the crystals in them and put them into 

different groups, which isn’t that exciting. But it’s better than using all the 

textbook work. 

John: How does the lab influence the way you learn? 

Bob: It—we have to know certain things to be able to classify them, like the crystals in 

them. If they’re big, they cool slower. And we have to know those in order to 

classify them. So before we can classify them, we have to get all that information 

first. 

John: So you say you’re classifying rocks, actual rocks. Do you hold them? Do you— 
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Bob: Yes. They’re made from lava and magnum. 

John: Where do they come from? 

Bob: Either under the earth or on the surface. I don’t know where Ms. Rocker got them, 

but she just gave them to us and said classify them by these certain things. 

John: Pretend for a second that you had to do the same assignment using descriptions of 

rocks as opposed to actual rocks – descriptions that you get in a worksheet or a 

textbook. 

Bob: It’d be a lot more boring because you don’t actually see and hold the rocks, to 

actually look at what they actually do look like, rather than looking at words 

telling you what they look like. I’d rather hold them and observe them myself, 

rather than reading information from a textbook. 

John: How much more about rocks can you tell after doing a lab than you could from 

doing a different kind of assignment? 

Bob: You learn more about them by their texture and you can figure out if they cooled 

inside or outside the earth. And just being able to feel them tells you a lot more 

than reading the words. 

Bob started out his comments by telling me that learning about rocks was no fun, but he 

went on to tell me about how effective the labs were in getting him involved. This is 

consistent with the positions of Scale (1991) and Hootstein (1993). A teacher who creates 

lessons providing Bob the opportunity to work with his hands is likely to get him 

involved in his own learning. Labs work better for Bob than passive seatwork. Why? 

Originally, he simply stated that labs were “better than using all the textbook work.” 

Later, he went into more detail, explaining that the texture of the rocks helped him to 
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figure out whether they cooled inside or outside of the earth. Experiencing the texture of 

rocks would not be possible if his teacher used only textbooks. 

Visual Learning  

Bob dislike of textbooks is evident, but Bob talks about interacting with the 

material in the text by using graphic organizers.  

John: Tell me about science, Bob. 

Bob: Science is usually – is fun, but there’s a lot of textbook work involved. But 

usually it can be made a little bit more fun than just all textbooks because just 

different things that we do with the textbook. 

John: Okay. Such as? 

Bob: If we read it like and make a chart of what it’s talking about and write down just 

certain facts so we don’t have to read the textbook. 

John: Uh huh. 

Bob: We can just take the most important things out rather than everything. 

Though this method is not necessarily interesting to Bob, it has a more engaging effect 

than a passive reading assignment. In order for Bob to decide what is important enough to 

put in his chart, he needs to engage in an inner dialogue. Bob’s comment that using charts 

helps the students “take the most important things out” from the book indicates an 

engagement with the material in an attempt to figure out what is important. It might also 

indicate that Bob has a strong visual/spatial intelligence (Lazear, 1991).  

In order to meet Bob’s need for positive social interaction with peers (Scales, 

1991), I might recommend that the teacher allow students to create the chart through 

group work. This would allow for the students to participate in social constructivist 
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dialogue, creating a group chart that reflects the collaborative construction of meaning 

(Oldfather and McLaughlin, 1993) as well as a collective understanding of what is most 

important to know. 

Student Choice  

Bob told me that, when I allowed students to influence the direction of a lesson 

about the Revolutionary War, it was a pleasant experience for him. This is consistent with 

Wigfield & Eccles (1994), who maintain that young adolescent students possess an 

increasing desire for autonomy. I asked Bob to tell me more about this. 

John: So as you’re studying about something in class, is what I’m asking – as you’re 

studying about something in class, do you – do the students get to choose at any 

point what kinds of questions to ask or what kinds of parts of the war to talk 

about? 

Bob: Yeah. We can ask certain questions even if they aren’t really related. And then the 

teacher will get more into the question and more and more. And then it becomes a 

whole part of the lesson. So we get to choose some of the things we study. 

John: Does that make you want to learn more? 

Bob: Yeah. If it’s something – I’ll ask a question that I want to know something about 

and the teacher goes into it a lot, I like that. Because then I pay attention and I like 

to learn about it. 

Classroom climate created by the teacher is an important ingredient in meeting student 

choices. A teacher that encourages students to ask questions does this by creating a 

certain climate. Oldfather and McLaughlin (1993) talk about shared ownership of 

knowing through epistemological empowerment.  
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From my observations of Bob, I have concluded that, when he asks the teacher 

questions, he does so seeking a sense of epistemological empowerment. While Bob is 

accommodating and assimilating (Piaget, 1967) new material within his personal 

cognitive structure, discrepancies often result, and questions are the natural result. In 

order to learn, Bob will attempt to make sense of the discrepancies. He usually begins his 

questions with descriptions of experiences he has had or movies he has seen (preexisting 

knowledge). He attempts to adapt his preexisting knowledge by assimilating and/or 

accommodating any conflictual information or aspects of the concept under study. This 

can be motivating for Bob if he perceives that a teacher will be willing to address the 

discrepancies. If a teacher’s track record indicates that the students are welcome to 

choose the direction of the lesson, he sees it as interactive learning, and he is more likely 

to work at making connections between new material and preexisting knowledge. 

Lack of Choice  

On the other side of the coin, Bob had shared earlier that one of his teachers 

would regularly shut the students down when they attempted to ask questions in a class. 

This proved to be quite unmotivating for him. 

John: Tell me about a class where you are not able to ask questions. 

Bob: That class is usually not very much fun at all and the teacher will just go on and 

on. Some people raise their hands and then five minutes later they’ll have to put 

them down because she just keeps going on and on about one certain thing. And 

one certain thing makes your attention just fade away. After about twenty 

minutes, you won’t want to listen to her anymore. 
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If the teacher indicated that he or she was more interested in “getting through the 

material,” then Bob will simply write down his notes and move on without making any 

true attempts to understand and learn. During another conversation, Bob told me that he 

often studies content for tests in those types of classes but forgets what he learned almost 

immediately following the tests. When he feels this way, learning is not his goal. 

Simulations and Role Playing  

Bob made conflicting statements concerning “teachers talking,” or giving notes, 

during his interviews and conversations. I attempted to probe why sometimes he 

disparaged this teaching strategy while praising it at other times. After I asked my first 

question, it became apparent to me that my focus was off target. Whereas my question 

was focusing upon the teacher’s preparation and presentation method, Bob’s comments 

quickly reminded me that his main focus was not on the teacher, but on the students.  

John: Okay. And is there a certain presentation method that’s better than others? I’m 

talking overhead, board, PowerPoint – anything along those lines? 

Bob: PowerPoint notes help a lot, and then overhead – I don’t like the overhead. You 

never use it. It’s a good thing that you don’t. But usually if we do PowerPoint 

notes, and you’re reading what we need to write, it makes a good study guide and 

we learn a lot from that. Or you use certain people to act out something that’s in 

the textbook, it makes it – you learn more from that. 

John: How have you acted certain things out that come from the textbook? 

Bob: Like some people act like as a ship captain and then the indentured servants 

would want to come on so the captain would act like a captain would and the 
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indentured servant would be like pleading to go on the ship. Certain things like 

that. 

During a lecture/notes situation, I often ask for student volunteers to act out certain 

historical concepts. The scene that Bob is commenting on above was part of a lesson that 

I taught back in early September. While explaining what an indentured servant was, I 

asked for volunteers to act as the indentured servants, a boat captain, and colonists 

looking to bid for indentured servants. Using one side of the room as Europe, the other 

side as America, the middle as the Atlantic Ocean, and a cardboard box as a ship, some of 

Bob’s classmates briefly became historical characters. Bob’s statement that “you use 

certain people to act out something…you learn more from that” is consistent with Bob’s 

need to be active in his own learning (Scales, 1991; Hootstein, 1993). Bob’s comments 

emboldened me to ask more about these types of “active lectures.” 

John: When you re-did your last – when you went and did the member check of your 

last interview transcripts, you wrote something in there about frontier warfare. 

Bob: Yeah. We did frontier versus European style warfare. First we just did European. 

We threw Wiffle balls at each other. And then we went up into this little area of 

pine trees as the frontier people and the rest of them marched like the Europeans 

would. And it taught us how the frontier people had more of an advantage, even 

though they weren’t organized, over the Europeans. And that taught us a lot about 

Lexington and Concord. Once we got to that, we realized that’s what they did. 

John: That’s what who did? 

Bob: The frontier people or the colonists. 
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John: The colonist? So in six months or a year, will you be able to tell somebody more 

about European style warfare and other things? 

Bob: Uh huh. 

John: How well will you remember that? 

Bob: I’ll remember it pretty well because I had fun doing that. And just the fact that it 

was fun, it makes me remember when we did it. And I also remember what 

information we’re getting from it. So it makes it fun. 

Role playing and simulations are recommended by Hootstein (1994). Bob’s comments 

indicated that these teaching methods are effective in his learning. This reveals that he is 

not only a visual/spatial learner, but also a body/kinesthetic learner. In other words, he 

learns through activity. Lazear (1991) claims that, “learning by doing has long been 

recognized as an important part of education” (p. xii). That Bob considers these activities 

to be “fun” as well as a useful way to learn suggests that his motivation to participate 

reflects the student interest category as well as the student needs category. 

Locus of Control-Student Efficacy 

Student-Teacher Relationship Influencing Locus of Control  

Bob indicated to me that one of his middle school math classes had been one of 

his most difficult and least favorite classes of his school career. He says that he struggled 

with math during that school year. His grades confirm his perception. He earned “C’s” in 

seventh grade math. Bob’s frustration with his teacher led to a lack of engagement. This 

lack of engagement was at least partially responsible for Bob’s lack of understanding. 

Bob perceived that his inability to understand the concepts was out-of-his control, leading 

to some behavioral issues. 
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John: Tell me about how well you were able to do in math over the last couple of years 

and how well you’re able to do in math this year. 

Bob: The last couple of years the math is harder. Like seventh grade, I think that’s 

probably the hardest math, learning the new algebra and stuff. But this year it’s a 

lot easier because it’s pretty much a review of everything, just a few new things in 

it.  

John: So when you were learning the new algebra concepts, how frustrated did you get? 

Bob: I got pretty frustrated. And I had an isolation seat because I’d always want to talk 

to someone next to me. So I sat by myself. And sitting by myself, my grade went 

up a few points. Just, I guess I paid more attention where I was sitting. 

Though Bob did not do well in math, he perceives that he had the ability to succeed in 

math, and that the cause of his poor grades was external. In his mind, it was the teacher’s 

fault. According to the attribution theory (Weiner, 1986), Bob’s attribution of failure to 

an external source (the teacher) can cause a situational lack of motivation. Graham and 

Weiner (1996) would likely say that Bob’s frustration and anger with his teacher are due 

to the controllability dimension of the attribution theory. His perception that the teacher 

was to blame led to his anger with her.  

For Bob, the climate of his math classroom led him down the slippery slope from 

lack of engagement to lack of understanding, to poor grades and to eventual disciplinary 

issues. Though I could have placed this in the classroom climate category, Bob’s 

perception of an external locus of control is really the hub linking the climate to lack of 

motivation and disciplinary issues.  
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Easy Class  

Though Bob did not perform well in his earlier middle school math class, his 

overall perception of his math abilities remained stable (Weiner, 1986). With this 

perception in mind, he expressed a note of optimism concerning math during the current 

school year. 

Bob: And yesterday we had kind of a free day. Like we did one big math problem then 

we passed out papers. And usually we’ll take a quiz all the time, but every once in 

a while when you have a day like that, I look forward to that class after a day that 

you just do one problem and pass out papers and stuff. It makes me look forward 

to it. 

John: What makes you look forward to it? 

Bob: Just the fact that we won’t usually be doing all this book work and it can be – it’s 

an easy class this year. 

John: Math is easy? 

Bob: Uh huh. 

John: How does the easiness of math affect your motivation? 

Bob: Well, usually I can’t do math, so when I can actually do it, I like to actually do it 

because I feel like I’m doing it by myself and I usually can’t do it. So now I can 

and it makes me want to go to that class. 

John: And you said it makes you feel like you can do it, so how does that – well, it 

makes you want to go to that class and it makes you want to do what with that 

work? 
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Bob: It makes me want to work really hard on math because I can do it and I want to 

show that I can do it real well if I work hard. 

Bob’s lack of self efficacy in his earlier math class might lead a casual observer to 

believe that he does not have the ability to do well in math. His subsequent self-efficacy 

in eighth grade math belies this. Locus of control is situational, but the stability of Bob’s 

ability was not. His perception of his ability is more stable. Overall, he felt that he has 

stable math abilities that he predicts will result in better understanding and achievement 

than he was able to earn in the seventh grade. 

Dealing With Adversity  

Though Bob perceives that math is easier for him this year, the abstract algebraic 

concepts introduced in his math class can be challenging. In fact, certain assignments 

tend to be difficult for him. 

John: We talked a little bit about math being easier for you this year and how that has 

affected the way that you go about doing math. How does a really difficult lesson 

influence you? 

Bob: If it’s really hard I don’t usually want to do it that much so I’ll listen to what she’s 

saying, but if I can’t do it, I’ll get frustrated and I hardly ever learn anything from 

the math. 

While earlier mathematic concepts might be considered concrete, the basic algebraic 

concepts taught in the eighth grade become more abstract. Wigfield, Eccles, and Pintrich 

(1996) maintain that adolescent students are in the process of developing abstract 

thinking skills. As each student develops at his or her own pace, certain concepts have the 

tendency to be more problematic than others. Bob’s comments indicate that, when he 
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perceives the concepts are too difficult, he gets frustrated and anxious, and thus learns 

little. In these situations, he perceives the causality (Weiner, 1986) of his failure to be 

internal, but outside of his control. Keller (1982) would call this a lack of confidence in 

his ability. When confidence suffers, motivation is likely to decrease.  

Competition 

While commenting on his favorite types of assignments, Bob told me that he 

enjoyed working on poster projects. The reason he shared for enjoying this type of 

assignment was as enlightening as it was interesting.  

John: Tell me about the kind of assignment that brings out the best in you. 

Bob: Usually things with posters and you put things on it and stuff. That makes me 

want to do it because I look at it when I’m done and I’m like, “Oh, I did this 

good.” So I like that. 

John: Okay. “I did this good” makes you feel how? 

Bob: It makes me feel good that I did it and I can do better than other people at it. 

Bob’s statement that he feels good about himself when he does a good job is an 

indication that this type of assignment is good for his self esteem and competency beliefs. 

His competitive comments took me by surprise. At first glance, this would seem to follow 

Wigfield and Eccles’ (1994) position that teachers should create lessons that emphasize 

and celebrate individual progress. Looking closer and reading between the lines, it 

appears that Bob’s self esteem may be increased at the expense of others—resulting from 

his perception that he can create a “better [poster] than other people.” This positive spin 

on competition appears to be at odds with Wigfield and Eccles’ position that middle 
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school learning should avoid strategies that appear competitive. On a side note, Bob’s 

comments also link self-efficacy with student interest.  

Relevance or Content Value 

Relevance From Teaching Strategies 

Bob does not display an overt comprehension of what type of relevance his school 

subjects might have outside the school. In fact, they are quite concrete. 

John: What will you use after you leave school that you’re learning while you’re in 

school? 

Bob: Mostly probably the math and language arts, because in science we’re learning 

about minerals and rocks and volcanoes which isn’t something you really need to 

know that much about. So probably math and language arts. 

Bob’s comments that, “minerals and rocks and volcanoes…isn’t something you really 

need to know about” shows that he does not perceive his science class to be relevant to 

the world outside of school. Keller’s (1983) belief that relevance can come from the way 

material is taught is implied in Bob’s comments here if it is combined with other 

statements he has made. Bob is motivated to learn in his science class when he is 

interested in the teaching method. Keller claims that instructors normally try to convince 

students that the content is relevant by making the instruction seem germane to present or 

future career. Bob’s comments indicate that, should a teacher choose to focus upon 

teaching strategies, students like Bob will still be motivated.  

Connections With Current Events  

During Bob’s seventh grade social studies class, he worked on a project that 

professed to enjoy. Enjoyment or interest in completing an assignment does not 
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necessarily translate into understanding or long-term learning. In Bob’s case, interest and 

relevance might work hand in hand. 

John: What about your projects did you like (in seventh grade social studies class)? 

Bob: We did ABC’s of a certain country if we were like studying the Middle East. 

John: Uh huh. 

Bob: I did Afghanistan. And we would do like “A” and then we’d write a fact that 

starts with “A” about Afghanistan and draw a picture and stuff. 

John: Well, that’s kind of an interesting thing. I want to talk a little bit about that. Last 

year when you did (the project on) Afghanistan, how did you feel about it…last 

year as far as being important, or as far as thinking that this was going to be 

something that would be useful? 

Bob: I didn’t think last year that this would be important out of school. We just picked 

a number and she gave us the country. 

John: Uh huh. 

Bob: So I figured that just doing the project, you’d get a lot of information. 

John: At this point do you remember different things about Afghanistan that you learned 

last year? 

Bob: No. 

John: You don’t. 

Bob: I can’t remember. 

John: Okay. If you were to do this project this year, and it turned out to be Afghanistan, 

how would you approach it differently because of world events? 
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Bob: I would get different facts than what I did last year, because this year I would 

probably get stuff about their military so I’d know what’s going on and their 

fighting rather than the native people. 

John: Okay. Would it be something that you might engage in more? 

Bob: Yes. 

John: How so? 

Bob: Because all the stuff that’s going on with that country, I’d like to learn more about 

it so I know what they’re talking about. 

John: Okay. And last year, how interested were you in knowing what was really going 

on? 

Bob: I wasn’t very interested in Afghanistan due to the fact that it didn’t influence me 

at all. 

This interview occurred in the wake of the September 11, 2001 terrorist hijackings and 

attacks on the World Trade Centers in New York and the Pentagon in Washington DC. 

The United States was fighting the Taliban in Afghanistan, and was involved in a furious 

search for the fugitive terrorist leader Osama Bin Laden. America was inundated with 

coverage of news from and about Afghanistan. Suddenly, it had become one of the most 

significant places on the globe. His answer shows that the strength of a student’s 

perception of the relevance of content may be able to overcome other non-motivational 

issues. Hootstein (1995) claims that relevance is really just personal meaning, and that it 

is inherent in subject matter only to the extent that students have sufficient prior 

experience that they can relate to it. During the seventh grade lesson, there was no 
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personal meaning inherent in Afghanistan. After the September 11th attacks, Bob had 

experienced an event that created personal meaning. Afghanistan became relevant. 

Lack of Respect Versus Relevance of Concepts  

The possibility of Bob perceiving material he learns in school as relevant is born 

from his perception of the situational classroom climate. While discussing the climate of 

his negative math experience, Bob told me that if a teacher punishes him fairly he feels 

more respected, and in turn respects the teacher more. On the other hand, when a teacher 

treats him disrespectfully, he loses respect for the teacher. What remained unsaid at the 

time is that his attitude toward the subject as well as the disrespecting teacher is 

negatively influenced.  

I was intrigued by the terminology that Bob used in his comments. My ears 

perked up when I heard Bob quote a familiar phrase. The phrase he cited was from a 

concept that he had gleaned from a student group during a recent cooperative group 

presentation in my class. He had taken the phrase from the group and applied it to explain 

the classroom climate of his previous math class. 

John: You used…the words “the punishment must fit the crime.” 

Bob: Uh huh. 

John: I’m just – I kind of want to link a couple of things here because that sounds 

familiar. 

Bob: Yeah. 

John: Where did you hear that? 

Bob: I heard that yesterday, actually. 

John: You did? 
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Bob: Uh huh. 

John: Where did you hear that? 

Bob: In one of the group presentations. 

John: And you remember that? 

Bob: Yes. 

John: What about that made you remember it and to actually use it? 

Bob: Just the fact that I wouldn’t want to be – I’d like my punishment to fit what I did, 

rather than just doing something small and getting a big punishment. 

John: While you were sitting in class yesterday learning from the group presentation 

about fair punishments and things, what was going on in your head? 

Bob: I was just thinking about what it’d be like if somebody shoplifted and they 

sentenced them to death or something, which would be very strange. So I was – 

that was kind of the things I was thinking. About what it would be like without 

that. 

John: And kind of using that same stuff, but back to last year’s class, when you were 

punished for things, did you feel like you were over-punished for things? 

Bob: Yeah. Like she was trying to get the point across about – I can’t – something in 

math. And then she said, “It’s a reflection.” And I said, “Like a mirror.” And she 

got mad at me and sent me in the hall for like the rest of class. And then I didn’t 

get the information I needed so I had to get it from someone else. Which I didn’t 

really understand. But they got it once I said, “Like a mirror.” They were like, 

“Oh, okay.” And then— 

John: So your answer was a sincere answer. 
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Bob: Uh huh. It wasn’t like something that had nothing to do with anything. I was 

trying to get them to understand what she was saying, because they were having a 

hard time. I don’t know why, but— 

John: And so why were you sent in the hallway? 

Bob: Because I said, “It’s like a mirror.” 

John: And what did she perceive that you were saying? What did she think you were 

saying? 

Bob: She thought I was just blurting out and trying to – for people to pay attention to 

me. She thought I was just trying to get all the attention. So she sent me out so no 

one would be disrupted. 

Bob’s concern over the math teacher’s treatment of him show that he was trying to make 

relevant connections between what he was learning (the punishment must fit the crime) 

and his own experiences (the math teacher overreacting to his comments in class). Both 

Bob’s sudden “blurting out” of the correlation and the teacher’s reaction to Bob’s 

comment illustrate a lack of respect toward one another, and seem to be consistent with 

earlier comments about the climate of the classroom. Other comments that Bob made 

indicate that his attempts to make the content relevant all but discontinued after the event 

described above. In this way, classroom climate has a huge impact on the Bob’s attempts 

to ascertain the personal meaning behind classroom content. 

Reading between the lines, I noted something else. Earlier Bob told me that he 

enjoyed the assignment that went along with the group presentations. While he was 

participating in this assignment, he acknowledged that his mind was engaged in making 

relevant connections between the concepts learned through the student presentation and 
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his own experiences. Bob was engaging in organization and adaptation simultaneously 

(Piaget, 1967). He made the effort to understand the universal concept behind the Eighth 

Amendment to the United States Constitution and transferred it to personal experience, 

thus was motivated to engage in true learning. 

Student Interest vs. Disinterest 

Passive Learning and Textbooks  

Part of Bob’s consistent theme was his dislike of passive lessons. During his 

discussion of seventh grade, he restated this aversion repeatedly. 

John: I’d like you to think back to last year and I would like you to tell me about a 

typical day of school last year. Kind of take me through the day from the moment 

you get to school until the very end. 

Bob: Okay. I get to school and we come in the classroom. We just sit and wait for the 

announcements like normal. And we’d go to each class. And we’d have bookwork 

and I didn’t really like it because almost every day we had bookwork in one of 

our classes. 

Bob often associates passive lessons with textbooks, calling it “bookwork.” His memory 

of the seventh grade is centered upon an overabundance of bookwork. 

Perception of Class and Bookwork  

Bob uses the amount of bookwork a teacher assigns as a means for judgment on 

how interesting he perceives a class to be. This perception had a subtle but powerful 

influence. 
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Bob: And that (language arts) was pretty fun because my teacher liked to make it fun 

and we hardly ever used our books. I think we only used our grammar book for 

like one week during that year. 

Bob’s perception that the language arts teacher liked to make class “fun” is clearly 

associated with the amount of textbook work he remembers partaking in. I wondered how 

Bob’s view of textbooks influence his motivation to engage in learning. 

John: You’ve talked about textbooks quite a bit. Tell me what your feelings are about 

those. 

Bob: They’re just incredibly boring and I can’t really do much with them so all you do 

is read them. I don’t really absorb much information from them. 

John: Okay. What kinds of things help you absorb information? 

Bob: Like if someone’s teaching it and they like make it funny and it keeps your 

attention rather than just reading a book.  

Later, I asked Bob what type of assignment brought out the worst in him. Typical of his 

other responses he discussed textbook assignments. 

Bob: Probably reading a chapter in a book and outlining it. 

John: Okay. 

Bob: I don’t like to do that, so I don’t really work that hard on it. 

John: Uh huh. 

Bob: But I’ll still do it. I just don’t really want to. 

Bob’s comment that outlining a chapter from a book brings out the worst in him is 

contradictory with other comments he made. When I asked him about this, he told me 
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that outlining a chapter forced him to think more, but that his earlier teachers used them 

so much that they became unbearable.  

The dislike of textbooks that Bob consistently describes negatively influences his 

motivation to actively engage in the assignment. Small, Dodge, and Jiang (1996) claim 

that the method of inquiry is an important aspect of gaining and maintaining a student’s 

interest. Gaining a Bob’s initial interest is not enough. An activity that Bob is interested 

in clearly influences his perception of the content. On the other hand, Bob views textbook 

assignments negatively, and tends to approach work associated with them in a more 

passive manner. Consistent with Schug, Todd, and Beery (1984), the passive nature of 

textbook work disinterests Bob, and he doesn’t “work that hard on it.” Consonant with 

Small et al., colorful instruction that incorporates a variety of attention gaining and 

maintaining strategies would likely be more effective for generating Bob’s interest and 

preventing him from becoming bored. 

Textbooks and Lack of Engagement  

With Bob’s admission of his passive reactions to textbook work, it seemed 

important to probe this deeper. Bob turns in most of his work consistently, and from all 

outside appearances (including grades), he does pretty well. Some comments he made to 

me indicate, however, that making good grades on particular assignments does not 

necessarily lead to long-term learning and retention. In other words, completion of 

assignments and good grades do not always indicate engagement in learning. 

John: Okay. Tell me a little bit about your science class (last year). 
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Bob: Okay. Normally we would just read a chapter and then outline it and do 

vocabulary. That’s usually all we did. And then we’d take a test like every month 

or so. So it went pretty fast. But it was book work so I didn’t really like it. 

John: Okay. And not liking it does what to your effort? 

Bob: I don’t really want to do it and then I don’t really absorb what it says, knowledge. 

When I’m reading a textbook, I’ll just kind of just be looking at the words rather 

than actually reading it. 

John: And so your understanding suffers? 

Bob: I’m understanding it, but I don’t really take it in… 

Bob comments that, while completing book work, “I don’t really absorb” knowledge and 

“I don’t really take it in.” He also says, “I’ll just be looking at the words rather than 

actually reading it.” These are Bob’s ways of saying that, during this type of assignment, 

he is not engaged in learning—his focus has become more achievement oriented (Dweck, 

1989). When his focus is mainly achievement oriented Bob is not trying to understand 

anything. In fact he is simply muddling through the assignment to get it done with as 

little effort as possible. Later, I probed deeper. 

John: Tell me more about textbooks, again. If we run back to textbooks. Do you have a 

long attention span with textbooks? 

Bob: No. But if I’m reading it, I’ll read our whole assignment that we have to read, but 

I won’t really get the information that I really need from a textbook. 

Bob acknowledges that he perceives that the information in textbooks is generally the 

kind that he does not actively seek. He knows that it is there, and he knows that he has 

the ability to get it. He just does not want to. Bob’s comments are consistent with Webb 
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and Baird’s (1980) assertion that "you cannot give an answer to someone who has not 

asked the question. Bob knows that “the information” is in the textbook, but is not 

usually interested in attaining the knowledge in that fashion.  

Engaging Textbook Activities  

Acknowledging that textbooks are a part of life in school, I attempted to root out 

some insight from a card-carrying textbook-hater to find out which approaches might be 

more effective to engage his mind. 

John: What kinds of things have teachers done with textbooks to help you to engage 

more in reading the textbook? 

Bob: Outlines. But outlines aren’t fun, but when you do them, you actually – when 

you’re writing down the information, you get it better than reading it. 

John: So outlines? 

Bob: Uh huh. 

John: Are they helpful? 

Bob: Yeah, they help, but I don’t usually want to do them. I won’t get the information 

quite right then, but when I go back to study, it makes a real good study guide. 

John: So the organization is better. 

Bob: Yeah. Rather than just reading the whole chapter. 

The use of outlines by teachers is the first thing that came to Bob’s mind. It is interesting 

to note again that Bob is indicating that he prefers to be more active in his learning rather 

than a passive non-participant.  

When Hootstein (1993) suggested that teachers create lessons that allow students 

to be more active, he was not recommending outlines. On the other hand, the creation of 
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an outline requires Bob to actively read and make judgments about the material that is 

within the reading—in a sense, forcing him to engage. His assessment of outlines is by no 

means a ringing endorsement, and is inconsistent with earlier comments that he had 

made.  

Textbooks and Gaming  

Though outlines might persuade Bob to engage in reading at a minimal level, I 

triangulated through my classroom observations that there was more he wanted to tell me. 

I thought that perhaps I had not asked the right question, so I probed deeper. 

John: Are there any type of games that you’ve used in the past or any kind of gimmicks 

that a teacher’s used? 

Bob: Yeah. We’ve used certain games like Jeopardy or Who Wants to be a Millionaire, 

where we write down our own questions and when we’re writing them down, we 

get the answers to the questions. And then when we’re playing the game and you 

hear people saying the questions and answers, you get it more if it’s a game, 

rather than just— 

John: So when you play the games, based upon the same information in the textbook, 

what are you doing during the game? 

Bob: It keeps your attention and it makes it more fun to learn about it. But during a 

game, you don’t usually let your attention go away. 

John: I see. And before the game starts, while you’re actually looking through the 

textbook, knowing that the game is going to happen later, do you do anything 

different with the textbook? 
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Bob: Yeah. I’ll try and get good questions so if I get to read the questions off, it will 

make it more fun for the people that are answering the questions, make it a little 

harder. And just the fact that we’re going to play a game with all the questions, I 

like to get good questions. 

John: Knowing that you might be a contestant in the game, do you have to know 

something more about the textbook than you would, say, outlining it or 

something? 

Bob: Yeah. I’d probably go more into what it’s saying if I’m going to be a contestant 

because people like to make the questions really hard, so knowing that I might be 

a contestant, I’ll read it through real well so I’ll be able to do real well as a 

contestant. 

John: Do you get it more than way? 

Bob: Uh huh. 

John: Or does it – is it something that you will eventually forget anyway? 

Bob: I’ll get it more that way rather than just reading it and nothing fun about it. 

Bob is discussing the Who Wants to be a Millionaire game that I use in history class. 

Before we play the game, students must first read a selected passage from the textbook. 

Using the content in the passage, students create a series of ten questions. Just like on the 

popular television show, the early questions are made to be easier, and gradually become 

more difficult until the final, most difficult question. When students are finished creating 

their sequence of questions, they begin to scour the material in the selected passage, 

trying to discern the most important concepts and to memorize as much as they can. The 
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possibility that a student might become a contestant in the game is intended to actively 

engage students in the reading.  

After a predetermined period of time expires, the game is ready to begin. I will 

orally ask a difficult question (I call this the fastest finger question), and the first student 

to answer it correctly becomes the first contestant. This contestant is called the “primary 

contestant.” Seeking to include as many students as possible, the primary contestant may 

bring two other students to participate in the hot seat with himself or herself. I randomly 

pick another student in the class to read his or her questions to the contestants. I also have 

one other student run the computer program. Using Microsoft PowerPoint, I created a 

Who Wants to Be a Millionaire template with many of the original sounds from the 

television show. Students who play the game may win up to six bonus dollars at the “one 

million dollar” mark. These dollars are used as extra credit points, and must be shared 

among the contestants. 

 Bob’s comments about the Who Wants to Be a Millionaire game show that his 

perception that the reading will lead to something fun motivates him to interact with the 

material in the book. He reads the content more carefully in his attempts to make the 

game more fun. Bob perceives that he can do this by creating fair, but difficult questions. 

During one of my participant observations, I noticed that Bob continued to read the 

material in the textbook even after he had finished creating his questions. His competitive 

nature motivates him to study hard so he can be successful if he is lucky enough to be a 

participant on the hot seat or in case a contestant has the need to “poll the audience” or 

“phone a friend.”  
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Bob told me that while reading the book in preparation for the game, he tries to 

think from the perspective of the others in the class. He does this by asking himself, 

“what kinds of questions will the other kids ask?” While he is thinking like this, he is 

engaging at a higher level than he does during a passive lesson. Once again, it is not 

necessarily the content that energizes him, but the teaching methods. In addition, his trust 

that the teacher will provide the class with an enjoyable assignment after the reading is 

important to note. This trust reflects the classroom climate and possibly the needs section. 

Students Teaching Students  

After disparaging textbooks once again, Bob begins talking about a jigsaw lesson 

I created for my social studies class while we studied the Constitution.  

John: Tell me more about your social studies class. 

Bob: Social studies, we hardly ever do book work, which is a good thing because it 

keeps – my attention can stay. I have a longer span of attention when it’s the 

teacher talking and not the book, just talking to it. 

John: What does the teacher talk about? 

Bob: Lately just the Constitution, which isn’t very exciting, but my mind doesn’t go off 

of it. 

John: So while you’re studying it, it’s not the content itself? The material is not 

interesting? 

Bob: No. 

Once again Bob displays his aversion to textbooks. Once again, he uses the amount of 

textbook work in a class as a means of judging his interest in the class. Bob’s comments 

that, “the Constitution…isn’t very exciting” seemingly conflicts with his next comment, 
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“but my mind doesn’t go off of it.” Bob’s comments are once again consistent with 

Small, Dodge, and Jiang’s (1996) claim that teaching methods are an important 

component of gaining and maintaining a student’s interest.  

Group Work: The Good and the Bad 

After splitting the class into six groups, I randomly assigned each group specific 

pieces of the Constitution or the Bill of Rights. Each group’s task was to read their 

particular section, understand and interpret the section, then teach it to the rest of the 

class. Consistent with Slavin’s (1991a) recommendation that successful cooperative 

groups need group goals and individual accountability, I imposed only two rules. One, 

each person was responsible for doing his or her fair share, and two, each person in each 

group was responsible for understanding the group’s entire section. Individuals became 

accountable for understanding the material during the question and answer session of the 

group presentations. 

Each group chose to go about their business in their own way. Some groups broke 

apart their section into smaller parts, then assigned one individual to read and interpret 

each section. Upon completion, each person taught his or her subsection to each other 

before teaching it to the rest of the class. I observed groups talking through some of the 

more difficult concepts. Other groups chose to orally read through their entire section 

together and discuss the meaning of each subsection. Bob’s group chose to use this 

method. 

John: When you were actually preparing the material, tell me about the group that you 

worked with? 
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Bob: The group I worked with had a couple of people that just kind of sat around and 

watched us. And one person would read me what to write down so I would just 

write everything down. And when I’m writing everything down, it just helps me 

get the information better. 

John: Did you all discuss it, what it means, or anything like that? 

Bob: No. 

John: So a person just told you what to write and you wrote it? 

Bob: Uh huh. Well, we talked a little bit about it. I read out the notes and we told each 

other the certain parts we’d read. But we didn’t really talk about it much. 

John: Now, how about these guys that sat around? 

Bob: They just didn’t have anything to do, so we just let them read a couple things off 

of it. 

John: Is that pretty typical of group work? 

Bob: Yeah. 

John: And how does that, I mean, being somebody who actually works, what does that, 

how does that make you feel about group work? 

Bob: Well, I enjoy it better than individual work, but I don’t like when a couple of the 

people just sit there and watch. I like to spread the work out. But usually every 

time in a group there’s somebody that doesn’t want to do it, so they won’t do it 

and they won’t help. 

These comments show that group work may be motivating to some, but to others it may 

appear to be an opportunity for some to disengage completely. Bob’s perception of the 

“couple of people who just sat around” conflicts with his description of the roles each 
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played in the assignment, as well as my observations of what actually occurred. 

Regardless, Bob’s perception that two of the boys in the group did not pull their weight 

could have led to hard feelings among the participants in the group. Teachers need to be 

careful with how they use group work and how they design the actual groups. Though 

Bob did not play the leadership role in the group, he chose to actively participate by 

“writing the stuff down” for the group presentation. 

  As Bob continues with his description of group work, his comments show that the 

influence of group work is complicated. There are both positives and negatives associated 

with this type of assignment. 

John: Okay. What parts of group work that – what I’m trying to get is what parts of 

group work help you to remember the stuff and, you know, you’re talking about 

you remembering it more as opposed to just reading it yourself. So what about 

that makes you remember the stuff better or like it better or learn it better? 

Bob: When somebody’s actually saying it and I’m working with my friends, it makes 

me want to work rather than being by myself and just hardly doing it. But when 

I’m with my friends and we can spread the work out and we all do some, it just 

makes it easier. 

Consistent with Scales (1991), Bob enjoys interacting with his friends. His comments 

that, “it makes me want to work rather than being by myself and just hardly doing it” is 

evidence of his motivation to engage in learning. Bob’s comments that working with his 

friends “makes it easier” in conjunction with his other comments show that group work 

can increase Bob’s internal locus of control. The motivation to engage in learning 

through group work tends to cross the border into the student needs and locus of control-
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student efficacy categories. Wanting to know which specific aspects of this lesson Bob 

found to be engaging, I probed deeper.  

John: But how does it [the lesson] become interesting to you? 

Bob: Just the fact that we’ll be using that and that I don’t know it and I’m learning it. 

And it makes it more interesting than just assigning certain pages to read the 

Constitution, which isn’t – I get it more like when we do those group – with the 

groups and we take notes on it, on the group presentations. I get a lot more from 

that rather than reading the Constitution. 

John Why? 

Bob: Just – it’s – when I’m reading it, I don’t really like to – I don’t like it so I don’t 

pay much attention to it. But when the groups are presenting and they’re actually 

talking about it, I can get more information that way rather than reading. 

John: So when you say, “get more information,” what does that mean? 

Bob: Like if I’m reading it, I won’t hardly get anything from it. I’ll remember some 

things but when we do the groups, I can – when I write it down – it gets – when 

I’m actually writing it, it goes – I learn it better than reading it. 

Consistent with his admitted dislike for textbooks, Bob appreciated the jigsaw effort. He 

claimed that, if he had been compelled to read the entire Constitution, he would not have 

paid much attention. There would have been little motivation to engage in learning about 

Constitutional concepts. Bob’s comments, “But when the groups are presenting and 

they’re actually talking about it, I can get more information” is consistent with my 

observations. The expert student-teachers interacted with the class through question and 

answer sessions. Members of the class (including Bob) shared personal experiences that 



 207 

they felt was relevant to the Constitutional concepts being taught. Bob’s choice to 

become actively involved in this part of the lesson shows evidence social constructivist 

learning influences Bob’s continuing impulse to learn (Oldfather, 1992).  

Conclusion 

Bob is an excitable adolescent boy who is constantly seeking opportunities for fun 

in his life. He views school as another opportunity for enjoyment. He goes to school with 

high hopes, always anticipating excitement, and is easily disappointed when reality does 

not meet his expectations. Bob wants to like his teachers, and is inclined to give them the 

benefit of the doubt—at least until he perceives their behavior as disrespectful toward 

him. It appears that Bob has been able to develop good relationships with most of his 

teachers. Under the few conditions that Bob developed negative perceptions of his 

teachers, it met with disastrous results. Bob’s negative perception of the teacher led to 

negative perceptions of the class, leading Bob to disengage in learning and become 

involved in off-task and sometimes disruptive behaviors. The same controlling and 

disrespectful teacher attitude that Bob perceived to have instigated the problem only 

exacerbated the results.  

In Bob’s opinion, a good sense of humor is one of the most important 

characteristics a teacher can possess. Bob is a student who likes to interact with the 

teacher and the other students in a humorous, but relevant fashion. In classes where he 

perceives the teacher to be a stick in the mud, his mind does not work at its fullest 

capacity. When Bob perceives that he has developed a positive relationship with a teacher 

who has a good sense of humor, he seeks to engage with the content in order to make 

relevant connections to his own experiences. Sometimes these connections are humorous, 
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while at other times they are serious. It is vitally important to recognize Bob’s perception 

of the relationship he has with the teacher. In circumstances where he is in a positive 

frame of mind, he opens himself up to learning. In circumstances he perceives as 

negative, he will not even attempt this. 

With Bob’s incessant pursuit of fun and excitement, it comes as no surprise that 

he is easily motivated by interesting assignments, and just as easily bored by those he 

deems disinteresting. When his interest is piqued, Bob becomes deeply engaged in 

learning. He has a natural interest in certain aspects of classroom content (e.g. war), but is 

often turned off by the learning methods (e.g. worksheets). On the other hand, he is 

naturally turned off by certain aspects of classroom content (e.g. rocks), yet becomes 

interested and engaged based upon the learning methods (e.g.. hands-on labs, games, 

simulations).  

In the end, Bob’s interest in most aspects of classroom content is a development 

in progress. He has the tendency to withhold judgment until the material is presented. 

When Bob respects the teacher (based upon his perception that the teacher respects him), 

he lends more credence to her words than when he does not respect her. A teacher who 

has earned Bob’s respect is more likely to be able to convince him of a subject’s 

relevance and appeal. 

Once the classroom conditions are met, the most influential factor in Bob’s 

motivation to engage in his own learning is the teaching method employed by the teacher. 

Bob is willing, even eager to engage in active, interactive, cooperative, competitive 

lessons, and others he perceives as exciting. The most practical perception Bob shared is 
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his eagerness to engage in learning of this sort regardless of his prior interest (or 

disinterest) in the content under study. 

In summary, what reasons did Bob have for choosing to engage in learning 

sometimes while choosing not to engage at other times? Bob’s main reason for choosing 

to engage in learning is to seek fun. His reason is more likely to be satisfied in a class 

where the teacher is enthusiastic, respectful of students, and has a good sense of humor. 

Specifically, Bob enjoys activities that are interactive, hands-on, creative, competitive, 

game-like, cooperative, and those that allow for student autonomy and choice. Bob was 

explicit in his reasons for choosing not to engage in learning. Bob is unwilling to put 

forth effort to learn in a class where he perceives a disrespectful teacher. In addition, Bob 

is unlikely to engage deeply in textbook work, worksheets, and lessons that lack 

creativity and choice. 



 

 

CHAPTER VII 

GREG 

Introduction 

 Greg is a 13 year-old boy with a pleasant demeanor, and a strong willingness to 

please. Not overly athletic, Greg is average in size with light brown hair. He participates 

in community baseball and is a member of the middle school orchestra. Recently he had 

his braces removed and has a retainer that he manipulates like chewing gum in his mouth 

when he gets nervous. In class, Greg is an attentive and responsible student. He can 

always be counted on to complete his assignments as he is told, and will usually do an 

excellent job without protest. On more than one occasion, I have assigned 

inconsequential homework assignments and been surprised by the tremendous amount of 

effort Greg put into his work. On these occasions, it seemed important to Greg that I 

personally judge his work independent of all the others. His grades rank him in the top 

third of his class that consists of 377 eighth graders.  

Though he is serious about his studies, he can sometimes behave immaturely as 

most eighth grade boys do. At times, he seems mature beyond his years, and at others, his 

behavior might be more accepted in an elementary school classroom. On most days, Greg 

is very self-aware—looking for peer approval and acting to gain the approval. During 

these times, he is more cautious about how he might appear to others, and tries to “act 

cool.” At other times, his oblivious behavior belies the little boy inside the teenager’s 

body.  

210 
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During the current school year, I have had the opportunity to walk Greg and his 

class to and from lunch each day. In order to allow the students to blow off a little steam 

without bothering other classes (who are in session during our lunch period), we walk 

around the outside of the building. One day, Greg and one of his friends decided that they 

were going to get a little energy out (according to them), and began walking, knees 

bowed outward in a semi-squat, while waving their arms around wildly. A couple of 

other boys in the class copied Greg and his friend, while the rest of the class (including 

most of the girls) rolled their eyes at the antics. On another day, Greg was eating a cherry 

Popsicle on his way back from lunch, and upon finishing it, sidled up to me and told the 

joke that was written on the Popsicle stick. After divulging the corny punch line, Greg 

slapped his leg and harrumphed loudly, drawing attention to his bright red lips and shiny 

red teeth. 

In spite of his average Iowa Algebra Aptitude Test (IAAT) scores, Greg’s seventh 

grade math teacher recommended that he take the advanced eighth grade algebra class 

rather than the regular introduction to algebra class. His math score on the Iowa Algebra 

Aptitude test taken in the spring of seventh grade was only a 144 out of a possible 199. 

By no means does this indicate that he does not have the ability to learn basic algebraic 

concepts, but he fell far short of the Broken Arrow’s minimum cut-off score of 160 

normally needed to become an eighth grade algebra student. Typically, a student with 

Greg’s score would have been placed in the regular introductory course. Greg has 

excellent work habits and a history of difficulty with timed tests, so his seventh grade 

math teacher met with his parents met in the spring of his seventh grade year. Together 

they determined that the standardized test did not accurately depict his mathematic 
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abilities. Consequently, his lower score was overridden, and he was tracked into the 

advanced algebra course for his eighth grade math class. 

Dweck (1989) would identify Greg’s orientation to achievement as strongly 

skewed in the direction of performance orientation. Grades and “getting credit” for work 

is of great magnitude to him. Though he does well in school, Greg does not emit a strong 

love for learning. He has a pragmatic, goal oriented, “tough it out” attitude. When I asked 

him what he was thinking about during one of his classes, his answer was honest and 

forthright, but was in no way meant as a complaint. 

Greg: Let’s see. A typical day in math would be we would just go in and then basically 

we’d get in, get a worksheet and then I’d be like, “Oh great, another worksheet.” 

And then we’d take a quiz on it. Not a most fun day, but you have to go through it 

at school. 

As a student who is greatly influenced by extrinsic rewards, Greg’s comment that, “[he 

didn’t have] a most fun day, but you have to go through with it at school,” might be used 

by Kohn (1997) as an example of what is wrong with extrinsic rewards. Kohn claims that 

advocates of extrinsic rewards endorse a view of education that is unpleasant and a 

curriculum that is unappealing. Further, as Greg discusses his idea of what he perceives 

learning to be, he gives the reader a glimpse into his way of thinking. 

Greg: Learning is basically getting, memorizing a subject, I would think, in your brain 

and just remembering it for your life. 

John: Are you talking memorizing? 

Greg: Yes. 

John: Only memorizing? 



 213 

Greg: Yeah. 

John: So when you learn something in school, what’s it good for? 

Greg: Future preferences like maybe in college or high school, when we might review 

that later. I kept my notebook from science in seventh grade and it’s helped me a 

lot for eighth grade because we’ve gone over a lot of the same stuff. 

Greg is organized and openly focused on the future. He has long-term goals that include 

getting into what he perceives to be, “good high school classes,” and getting into a “good 

college.” Throughout this chapter, Greg will cite these goals as a mantra. He perceives 

that they are the basis for his motivation to achieve in school. 

Classroom Climate 

Though classroom climate did not appear to have a huge influence on Greg’s 

motivation to engage in learning, I was able to identify two unique scheduling conditions 

that inadvertently altered the classroom climates. Each of these situations has influenced 

Greg. The lack of consistency Greg experienced one year in science prejudiced Greg’s 

perception of the subject, while his experience with block scheduling subtly influenced 

his both his self-efficacy and his attention span.  

Inconsistency  

There are four teachers on a typical academic team at Broken Arrow Middle 

School, each one specializing in a particular subject. In the sixth and seventh grades, 

some of the academic teams are made up of two and three teachers. When there are two 

teachers on an academic team, each of them teaches two subjects. When there are three 

teachers on an academic team, each will usually specialize in one particular subject, 

while sharing the fourth subject. When I asked him to tell me about his least favorite 
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class in middle school, Greg described a science class that he had taken on a three-teacher 

team. Science was the shared subject. 

Greg:  My least favorite would probably be science because that’s – I’m not really that 

interested in science. That’s really, I mean like, it’s not one of my favorite 

subjects, although it is one of my best subjects. 

John: That’s interesting.  

Greg: Yeah. 

John: So tell me a little bit about that. 

Greg: Well, I mean, let’s see. We usually watched – what we did in science, we’d go to 

a different teacher each nine weeks. Like I’d start out with Ms. Borlinger and then 

go to Ms. Hall and then go to Ms. Barker and then go back to Ms. Borlinger. So 

we’d have three different teachers every nine weeks for science. 

John: Uh huh. 

Greg: And we’d go through a different subject for every nine weeks. And like we’d go 

through the plants and the animals one nine weeks. And that’s, I mean, I didn’t 

really like it because we had to keep on switching teachers and then – I mean, 

we’d spend one nine weeks on each subject, but I mean, that’s a little long, I 

think, on one book. But that’s about it. 

The teacher carousel that Greg is describing worked like this: During the first “nine 

week” grading period, he attended science class each day with Mrs. Borlinger. During 

this grading period, his class studied a specific topic (e.g. plants and animals). During the 

second grading period, the students in Greg’s science class switched over to Mrs. Hall’s 

class to study a different topic (e.g. genetics). During the third grading period, his class 
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moved on to study with Mrs. Barker to study something else (e.g. cell composition). For 

the final grading period, Greg’s class returned to Mrs. Borlinger. For the first three 

grading periods, each teacher taught their particular topic to a new group of students. 

During the last grading period, students returned to their original teacher and studied a 

common theme (e.g. science processing skills).  

Greg’s dislike for the science class is at least partially based upon hidden 

characteristics he perceived from the teacher rotation schedule. Greg’s perception that 

teachers are content experts and his performance orientation collaborate to influence 

Greg’s efforts. Greg perceives that grades are a teacher’s evaluation of what he has 

learned in a class. He is a student whose orientation is grounded in the belief that each 

teacher is an expert within his or her field. This belief is significant for his orientation, 

because the expert is the person evaluating him. In the science situation, he told me later 

that he felt like the teachers “didn’t really know science.” If a teacher is not an expert in 

her field, then Greg questions how the teacher can accurately judge his progress. Eccles 

and Wigfield (1997) claim that unfamiliar changes in student-teacher relationships are 

likely to undermine the sense of community and trust between students and teachers. 

Among the list of effects, an increased sense of alienation among the students was 

included. Perhaps this is the sentiment Greg was experiencing in his science classes 

during this particular year. 

He also told me that the teachers “didn’t seem like they liked science very much.” 

This is significant to the classroom climate in two ways. First, Greg’s perception that the 

teachers didn’t seem to know or like science very much is accurate. In fact, Greg’s 

teachers each chose their primary subject. They were math, social studies, and language 
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arts. Science was the only one not selected. The National Middle School Association 

(1986) has identified a number of personal traits needed to be an effective teacher in the 

middle school—enthusiasm was one of these traits. Greg’s perception of his teacher’s 

view of science content is consistent with his teachers’ view. In addition, Greg’s 

description of the teaching methods shows that the lesson plans were not as creative as 

they were in the teachers’ primary classes. These teachers who had been in the habit of 

preparing for only one subject (and teaching it four times) per day were obligated to 

prepare for two classes, one of which they were not overly enthusiastic about. Their 

preparation for the science class was not likely as consistent as their primary subject.  

Block Scheduling  

Greg also described his experiences with the alternating-day block schedule 

(Armiger, 1996) during one of his previous years in middle school. I asked him what his 

thoughts were about the schedule and first reaction was positive. He told me he liked it, 

but changed his mind right away. It turns out that Greg perceived there to be both 

positive and negative aspects associated with the block schedule.  

Greg: I liked it. Actually, I don’t know. I kind of liked the days where we’d have all the 

classes because the day goes a lot faster and we get to have all of our classes. 

John: What about it – you know, you said you liked it and then you changed your mind. 

Greg: It’s just like the long class period. You have to sit through two hours when you—

like when you’re in a class. And so you have to be in two hours in each class. So I 

kind of didn’t like that. But, although, if you watched a movie in like any class, 

you’d probably get to get through all of it. 
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John: Is there any certain classes that might have been better than others with the block 

schedule? 

Greg: Yeah. Probably social studies and math. 

John: Why?  

Greg: social studies, because we’d always watch movies and we could usually get 

through… a couple of movies a day. And then for math, if we had tests, we’d get 

to – I mean, because we usually had a lot of tests in Ms. Borlinger’s class. And 

we’d just have a lot longer time because her tests were really tough. 

On one hand, the longer classes provided by the block schedule help Greg with his 

difficulty in taking timed tests. Consistent with the attribution theory (Weiner, 1986; 

Graham & Weiner, 1996), Greg attributes his success to his ability and efforts. 

Throughout my data collection, there is only one aspect of Greg’s schooling that he has 

acknowledged frustration (and failure to achieve well) with—timed tests. More 

information concerning Greg’s problems with timed tests will be forthcoming in the 

student needs and the locus-of-control/student efficacy categories. This excerpt is 

included in the classroom climate section because the two-hour blocks provided Greg 

with more time, changing his perception of his ability to succeed on more difficult math 

tests. Since Greg considers his ability to be a key attribute to his success (or in the case of 

timed tests his lack of ability), his self-efficacy increased, helping him believe in himself.  

 Probing Greg’s comments that the day seems shorter when they attended all four 

classes, Greg told me that two hours was too long to keep his attention. He commented 

that, “I could just fall asleep from the boredom sometimes.” Salvaterra & Adams (1996) 

claim that the flexibility generated by block scheduling can be used to help place the 



 218 

teacher in the role of facilitator as opposed to lecturer, leading to more creative 

instructional methodology, allowing for teamwork to develop. According to Greg, his 

teachers taught the block schedule in much the same way he had become used to in 

traditional scheduling. They lectured, assigned worksheets and bookwork, and 

occasionally assigned lessons interesting to Greg. The key for Greg was the amount of 

time he was expected to work at these assignments. The boredom he associates with 

block scheduling wore down his resilient capability to stay on task.  

Performance Orientation and Classroom Climate  

Overall, the different classroom climates did not appear to have a huge impact 

upon Greg’s motivation to engage in learning. This is consistent with Greg’s strong 

performance orientation (Dweck, 1989) and his “tough-it-out approach to school.” Greg’s 

steadfast belief in the influence of his grades on his future appears to override most of the 

cultural influences. Regardless of the classroom climate though, Greg showed a strong 

need to develop personal relationships with all of his teachers. This will be probed deeper 

in the student needs section of this chapter. 

Perceived Student Needs 

Getting On the Teachers’ Good Side 

 During the five months of interviews, conversations, and journaling I shared with 

Greg, I learned important features of his perspective that I would never have known 

otherwise. Through the typical teacher-student relationship I develop with my students, 

Greg’s need to connect with the teachers and gain their respect would have completely 

passed me by. 
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John: Greg, what else do you think that would be important for teachers to know about 

you? But I’d like to know about you, personally. 

Greg: Okay. Probably about me, my personality, I really work hard in school and I try to 

do the best as I can, taking good grades and good grades on everything. Like I try 

to get an A on everything. That’s usually my goal. And then to make friends with 

the teacher. 

John: It’s important to make friends with the teacher? 

Greg: Yeah. Yes. 

John: In what way? 

Greg: Just, I mean, getting on their good side and basically like having a good 

personality, being social. 

John: Do you think it’s harder to do that with some than with others? 

Greg: I guess you could say that, but like sometimes you can have some strict teachers 

and that’s harder to like get on their good side. And usually on the middle all the 

way. 

John: What do you mean? 

Greg: By in the middle, I mean like you’re not like her favorite student, you’re like in 

the middle, like along with all the other kids. 

John: Tell me about a class like that. 

Greg: Probably, let’s see, last year in math. That was, my teacher was really, really, 

really tough and really, really strict. And she was just hard to get on her good 

side. But eventually I did near like the last nine weeks of the end of school. And 

by getting on her good side, that also showed because it made me not be under so 
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much stress, as much stress, and I ended up getting my first A in the class that 

whole year. 

John: Was it hard for you? 

Greg: To get an A? Yeah. It was hard because I mean, I’m good at math, but it was also 

toughest, I think toughest year last year in math. It was just completely new stuff 

we have never gone over usually in math. 

John: How does your relationship with the teacher influence your effort in the class and 

how well you do and other things? 

Greg: Now? 

John: Any time. 

Greg: Basically you mean getting on her good side? Is that what you mean? 

John: Sure. 

Greg: Okay. Basically I didn’t talk much in class. I studied a lot harder and basically she 

began to have respect for me. 

Greg’s need for positive social interaction with adults is consistent with Scales’ (1991) 

position that adolescent students need to develop positive relationships with adults. For 

Greg, the need to “get on the teacher’s good side” is highly significant. He is motivated to 

work harder and to show the teacher he has more insight into concepts under study so he 

can be recognized above all of the other students. An unrelenting boy, Greg is also 

motivated to work harder to maintain that respect once he perceives he has earned it. 

During another interview, I sought to find out why Greg needs this approval so badly. 

John: With you, you talked…about getting on the teacher’s good side. Is that only for 

grades? 
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Greg: No.  

John: Well, then what do you do it for? 

Greg: Friends. 

Greg sees his interaction with teachers as an opportunity to make friends. He indicated 

that his need for “getting on the teacher’s good side” is actually a need for positive 

attention and a desire for friendship. This conflicts with a later statement that Greg made 

concerning this issue. 

John: When you try to get on your teacher’s good side, what was the reason again? 

Greg: Basically, so you can – I mean like, you won’t get as much in trouble in class if 

you like talked. If you’re like a troublemaker, if you talked once, you’d probably 

get a detention or something. So basically it’s that. 

Greg shows valuable insight into human relations here. Whereas this statement might 

look like it conflicts with his other statements at first glance, it actually shows that his 

need for relationships is multidimensional. These dimensions are related, though. Greg’s 

high motivation is grounded in his long-term goals. His respect for the authority positions 

that teachers occupy is genuine. As part of this respect, he perceives that his teachers will 

have a strong impact on his future. Teachers are important people in Greg’s life, and he 

desires to develop and maintain strong relations with them. 

Relationships between student and teacher are sensitive issues for Greg. During 

another interview, I asked Greg if he thought that volunteering for this study would either 

get him on my good side or keep him on my good side (if he already felt that he was 

there). Perceiving it as an accusation, Greg looked genuinely shocked, confused, and 
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wounded by my question. He told me that getting on my good side did not factor at all 

into his decision to volunteer. 

Locus of Control-Student Efficacy 

Confidence  

Greg has an overwhelming confidence in his own abilities. While attempting to 

understand how he reacted under difficult conditions, I found that Greg was not 

intimidated. In contrast, he felt challenged to work harder when he had difficulty 

understanding something. 

John: How does a difficult lesson influence your effort? 

Greg: Let’s see, it would influence my effort by just telling me I had to work harder and 

everything and not just slack off. Just work hard on the assignment and the 

subject that’s really making it tough for you. 

John: Have you ever had an assignment that you’ve looked at and said, “I can’t do 

this.”? 

Greg: Let’s see. Last year, seventh grade, I think we had a – it was either science or 

math – it was a math test. And that was probably the hardest test I’ve ever taken. I 

don’t know why, but I mean like I usually study for my tests. I mean I studied for 

this one. I just didn’t really get all of it. And, I mean, that was just such a hard 

test. Really hard. 

John: How did that influence your effort? 

Greg: I think I ended up getting a B on that test because I studied real hard on that test, 

and so, I mean, that influenced my efforts by telling me I had to study and really 
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just like get down and like just open the book and like open it and read over what 

we’d done. 

Greg’s confidence and pride are evident in his demeanor as well as in his comments. As 

we discussed his experiences in school, Greg showed that he has a strong internal locus-

of-control when it comes to understanding content. He believes that the two most 

important influences on his ability to succeed are his ability and effort. Since Greg has 

confidence in his ability, the only factor that he sees left to influence his position is his 

effort. Greg is willing to put forth an effort that is concordant with the difficulty of the 

assignment. His internal locus-of-control in conjunction with the pride he savors in his 

successes is consistent with the attribution theory (Weiner, 1986; Graham & Weiner 

1996).  

On a side issue, Greg once again displays his strong performance orientation 

(Dweck, 1989). When I asked him how the difficulty of the content on the test influenced 

his effort, his comments that, “I think I ended up getting a B on that test because I studied 

real hard” is indicative of two things. One, Greg gauges the depth of his understanding 

through the eyes of the teacher. Two, he sees grades as the primary means by which his 

efforts and understanding are reflected by the teacher.  

Getting Beyond the Bravado 

When challenged with what he perceives as a fair ordeal, Greg is the type of 

student who rises to the challenge. Prideful, stubborn, and reluctant to admit that he has 

ever struggled, he indicated to me that he has not been overmatched often in his school 

experiences. Hypothetically then, I tried to create a situation to establish what his reaction 

might be.  
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John: I’m going to show you something here. I’m showing Greg a problem from a 

[graduate school statistics] multiple regression book. Greg, looking at this little 

formula here, if I was to give you about 15 or 20 problems in a classroom here 

and say, “Complete this,” what would you do? 

Greg: Ask a lot of questions and then just – if that didn’t work and basically by looking 

at this problem, it would take a long time to learn about this, so basically it would 

just be over right there and I’d just like put my head down on the desk. 

John: You’d put your head down on your desk? What would that signify? 

Greg: Not getting it. 

John: Uh huh. So you’re asking me these questions about this and I tell you this has to 

be done this hour. Those are my answers. 

Greg: Then I guess I’d just get a zero. Because if I didn’t get the stuff. 

John: Well, how would you react to not getting that stuff? 

Greg: You should have taught it before. 

John: What if I taught it and you just didn’t understand it? 

Greg: Then I should have came in earlier for like help or something. 

John: Okay. And if you came in for help and you still didn’t understand it? 

Greg: I guess ask the teacher as many questions as I could until I finally understood it. 

John: Well, look at it. Can you tell me what that is? You don’t understand any of those 

symbols? 

Greg: I understand the ratio symbol. 

John: Oh, that’s good.  

Greg: And the square symbol and the subtraction. 
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Greg’s initial reaction was disbelief. When Greg looked at the detailed formula, he 

blinked his eyes and smiled. He knew that this was a simulation and decided to play 

along. Not wanting to admit that he was defeated immediately, he tried to tell me that he 

would “ask a whole bunch of questions.” Mid sentence, however, he recognized his false 

bravado and changed his tune quickly. Before he even paused to take another breath, he 

told me that he would just put his head down, signifying that he had given up hope of 

understanding.  

Eventually, Greg stubbornly revisited his insistence that he would, “ask questions 

until he understood it.” When faced with the ultimatum that he had to finish the problems 

in an hour, Greg sat back in his seat and folded his arms together. He was frustrated by 

the obvious no-win hypothetical situation I had created, and told me that he would “just 

take a zero.” Quickly though, he wanted to make sure that I understood that the locus-of-

control was beyond him, he blamed the teacher saying, “You should have taught it 

before.” Keller (1983) would likely say that the external force (me) has taken away 

Greg’s ability to control the situation. 

Greg’s multiple reactions to this impossible situation are again consistent with 

aspects of the attribution theory (Graham, 1986: Graham & Weiner, 1996). The most 

prevalent inferred causes of success and failure are ability, effort, task ease or difficulty, 

luck, mood, and help or hindrance from others. Greg initial reaction communicated his 

perception that the task difficulty placed potential success outside his locus-of-control. 

His stubborn nature led to a second glance at the content and a blustering attempt to infer 

that, with persistence, effort, and help, he might have the ability to become successful. In 

the end, Greg’s acquiescence and accusation that the teacher “should have taught it 
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before” is an example of a lack of help by others. Together, the task difficulty and lack of 

help by others overrides Greg’s ability and willingness to put forth effort, signifying that 

his perception of the locus-of-control is clearly out of Greg’s hands.  

Trying to bring the locus-of-control within his grasp, I added another dimension 

to the situation. I told him that the concepts had indeed been taught, and that he just 

missed it. In Greg’s resolute way, he repeated for the third time that he would ask 

questions until he understood it. He went a step further and told me that he should have 

come in early to school for help. Again, this shows that Greg’s confidence has resulted in 

his belief that success is only a matter of effort for him. Coming in early for extra help is 

one way he might be able to exert effort. Greg’s confidence is pervasive. He perceives all 

lessons as within his locus-of-control. He was intensely reluctant to concede that he was 

unable to understand something, even though he did not recognize most of the symbols 

on the page.  

Anxiety  

Though his scores were lower on the Iowa Algebra Aptitude Test than a typical 

algebra student, Greg’s current math teacher told me that he is progressing capably in 

advanced algebra. She also told me that his score was indicative of his perception that he 

does not do well on timed tests. Greg has discussed a similar concern with me as well. 

Doing well on standardized tests was even one of his primary goals for achieving in 

school. Greg’s math teacher believes that he psyched himself out before the Iowa Algebra 

Aptitude Test even began. I asked Greg about anxiety.  

John: Have you ever been anxious in class? Do you have anxiety? 

Greg: What do you mean by anxious? Like— 
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John: Stressed about things... 

Greg: Oh, yeah, plenty of times. Especially on tests. Mostly math tests because 

sometimes math, for me, is really hard to memorize. So like the forms, standard 

form or “y” form. 

John: So when you’re doing that kind of thing and you feel the stress, does that help 

your performance? Does it hurt your performance? 

Greg: Just makes me nervous. It doesn’t really hurt or gain on my performance. 

I disagree with Greg’s assessment of his performance while he is stressed out. 

Fortunately for him, he does not appear to become stressed out very often. During my 

observations, I attempted to identify a situation that caused Greg stress. I was 

unsuccessful.  

On the other hand, the large number of times he has alluded to his performance on 

standardized tests during our conversations underscores the importance Greg places on 

them. Greg’s seventh grade math teacher and his parents both recognized Greg’s 

tendency to become anxious during standardized testing, thereby causing lower scores, 

rendering them virtually useless in the assessment of Greg’s true abilities. Greg has 

indicated to me that he is also aware of his shortcoming in standardized tests, though I am 

almost certain he has not identified stress as one of the reasons for this.  

At the present time, Greg’s anxiety is not a major issue in his current learning or 

motivation. In the future, though, it could prove to be important. Greg will necessarily be 

taking a number of standardized tests for admission to college. The high stakes at issue 

for these tests might make them more intimidating to Greg. In addition, as classes 

become more demanding and complicated, anxiety is a natural state.  
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Relevance-Content Value 

Extrinsic and Concrete Relevance  

Greg is a very forthright and concrete individual. Doing well in school is very 

important to him. He perceives school as a significant world of its own. Greg does not 

openly question the value of what is learned there, and in so doing, does not seek to 

understand the outside value of school content. With that said, the content he learns in 

school is not perceived as trivial to him either. In fact, he perceives the majority of 

content as very valuable—just not meaningful. Seeing himself as a good student, Greg 

works very hard to accomplish his goals. 

John: Okay. What are the main things that you’re trying to accomplish at school? 

Greg: The main thing I’m trying to accomplish is to get good grades and do good on my 

standardized tests, make a lot of friends, and basically trying to – as good grades 

as I can, which would be straight A’s. 

John: So grades are the most important? 

Greg: Yeah, grades. Grades. 

John: What do grades mean? 

Greg: To me, they help you get into better classes. I mean, although your teachers select 

you to go to your own classes, but if you do good in your classes, then you’ll – 

your own teachers will put you in a better class usually. And so I think grades are 

important. And also, if I get straight A’s, sometimes my dad will reward me with 

like a PlayStation2 game. And that’s it. 

Greg perceives middle school as interrelated with high school, and high school as 

interrelated with “a good college.” How the content of what he learns in school might 
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help him after that, he has yet begun to ponder. In fact, he is tremendously steadfast in his 

tunnel-visioned perception of how he might use the content he learns in school.  

John: What do you think that you’ll use after you leave school that you’re learning 

while you’re in school? 

Greg: What, like what information will I use or as like what I get on like tests or 

anything? 

John: Information. 

Greg: Information? Probably – I know people have said the most important classes are 

math and science or science and language arts. One of those two. And so basically 

you have to just like remember all your information that you’ve remembered from 

the previous years in all subjects. 

John: How about skills? 

Greg: Probably test-taking skills, reading skills. mathematics. 

Greg’s performance orientation (Dweck, 1989) is evidenced by his tendency to focus on 

obtaining favorable judgments of his ability through grades, praise, and peer recognition. 

Greg perceives that the relevance of subject content generally comes from extrinsic 

factors such as grades. Seeking extrinsic rewards such as a Sony Playstation, he is highly 

goal oriented. Perceiving that his future classes will be determined by what he currently 

learns in school, Greg is motivated to engage in learning tasks with this in mind.  

Greg’s highly focused performance orientation is compatible with Atkinson’s 

theory of achievement motivation (Graham & Weiner 1996). He tends to choose a course 

of action based upon the likelihood that it will lead to the ultimate goal, and his 

perception of the goal’s subjective value. His ultimate goals are good grades, Playstation2 
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games, getting into good high school classes, and eventually getting into a good college. 

In Greg’s perceptual world, these goals have high subjective value.  

Source of Performance Orientation  

The strength of Greg’s orientation led me to wonder how it became so firmly 

developed. Through the course of my questioning, it appeared that he perceived that his 

father’s beliefs were the source. 

John: What kinds of conversations do you have about grades at home? 

Greg: With my parents, let’s see. Basically my dad will say, “If you get straight A’s, 

then we’ll get you something special.” So we’ll make this deal about something. 

And if I get straight A’s, he’ll get me maybe like a PlayStation2 game. Or if not, 

if I get like all A’s and a B, he’ll just like give me like $10. 

John: And what about on the other side of that? Have you ever gotten poor grades? 

Greg: No. The lowest grade I’ve ever had is a B. So I’ve never gotten a C. Actually, I 

did get a C one time in Science and my parents weren’t too happy about that, but 

that’s another story. 

John: What kind of story? 

Greg: My dad was pretty furious with me. 

John: How did that make you feel? 

Greg: Bad and wanting to get better grades. 

Extrinsic factors that are both positive (e.g. Playstation 2, money) and negative (e.g. 

furious father) are motivating to Greg. These considerations influence Greg’s motivation 

by artificially creating relevance to school that might not otherwise be present. 
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Remaining focused on his extrinsic goals, Greg is in the habit of working hard at 

understanding concepts and skills taught in school.  

Greg mentioned his parents as a source of his motivation on more than one 

occasion as well. Briefly returning to Greg’s need for “being on the good side” of adults 

at school, remember that he is willing to put forth a strong effort to meet and exceed 

expectations for the sake of the relationships. In the same way, Greg has sought ways to 

strengthen the bond with his parents. His perception of what his parents’ value is 

important in maintaining that bond. Greg perceives that grades are important to his 

parents, and that increases his perception of the value of grades as well.  

Removing Grades From the Formula  

Greg was staunch in his perception that grades were the reason he works so hard 

to achieve at school. Seeking another avenue into his mind, I wondered how he believed 

he would react if grades were removed from the formula. 

John: Greg, tell me, what would you do in school if there was no such thing as grades. 

Greg: If there was no such thing as grades, I’d definitely not try as hard because it’d be 

basically, I think, according to me and my parents, it would be no use because you 

wouldn’t be getting any – you wouldn’t get as motivated as you were before. And, 

I mean, grades, I mean, if we didn’t have any grades, I don’t know. Because then 

you wouldn’t get judged on anything. 

Greg’s comment that he wouldn’t work as hard because, “according to me and my 

parents, it would be no use” is significant for two reasons. One, Greg truly believes that 

grades are the source of relevance in learning, and two, Greg reveals his perception of 

what he believes his parents see as important and relevant in school.  
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Greg Reveals Himself Through Triangulation  

Though Greg said that he wouldn’t work as hard on his academics if grades were 

eliminated, it is not necessarily true. In December, my social studies class participated in 

a mock trial simulation. The majority of students are usually excited about the 

opportunity to participate in this lesson. Before I assigned parts to volunteers, I assured 

the students that the nine major parts of the trial would require large amounts of time and 

effort outside of school. In addition, volunteers would not earn anything additional 

(grade-wise) for their extra work.  

Greg was one of the first students to raise his hands to volunteer, and he was 

selected to be the judge in his class. In order to ensure a fair trial for the defendant, the 

judge needed to be familiar with the statements made by witnesses. In other words, there 

were several hours of outside work required of the judge. Though he was aware that he 

would receive no compensation for this extra work, Greg did a thorough job as judge. I 

asked him why he volunteered and put so much effort into it even though it was not 

graded, he told me simply that it “sounded like it would be fun.” As judge, Greg took his 

obligations seriously. After the trial, Greg continued to talk with me about possible 

strategies that he felt would have been more successful than those used by the attorneys 

in the case. 

During one classroom observation of Greg, I witnessed him volunteer to 

participate in a math simulation. Four of the students (including Greg) in the class were 

selected to illustrate a mathematical concept for the remainder of the class by acting out a 

skit in the back of the room. Cooperatively working toward understanding the concept 

with the audience watching was the goal of the students participating in the simulation. 
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All smiles, Greg put forth a strong effort and appeared to have a good time during the 

activity. As with the mock trial, Greg received no extrinsic compensation (gradewise) for 

his extra efforts during the math simulation. Again, I asked him why he volunteered, and 

his simple answer was that it “seemed like it would be fun.” 

Both of these examples are consistent with Keller’s (1983) assertion that 

relevance can come from the way material is taught, and not necessarily from the 

material itself. Greg was motivated to engage in learning by the creative methods used to 

carry out each of these lessons. Greg’s increased interest led to his perception that the 

content was important to learn, and more relevant to him as well. In this way, Greg’s 

perception of relevance reflects the student interest category. 

Outside Significance Leading to Authentic Relevance  

I reflected upon our classroom time together, and was able to remember a specific 

incident when Greg was soaking up social studies content and concepts that were 

ungraded. After the September 11 attacks in New York, students in Greg’s class were 

trying to make sense of the sudden tragedy. During the numerous times we collectively 

discussed the situation, Greg was intent upon understanding the state of affairs. During 

on of our interviews when Greg was stubbornly insisting upon his grade oriented 

performance orientation (Dweck, 1989), I introduced the September 11 discussions into 

the mix. 

John: You and Charlie (pseudonym) in class, especially when it came time for, after we 

had the terrorists attacks. You remember that? 

Greg: Yes. 

John: Okay. You and Charlie were just full of questions. Did we have a test on that? 
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Greg: No, but it was just a really, really interesting subject. If it’s a really, really 

interesting subject, I just focus really hard. 

John: Is it just interesting, or is there something else to it? 

Greg: Just interesting. 

John: What about that subject made it more – something you were more curious about? 

Greg: It was going on in our nation as we were talking about it and it wasn’t past. It was 

present. 

John: Uh huh. Is there ever anything else in school you’re curious about? 

Greg: When we’re learning about certain subjects, I’ll usually ask a lot of questions. 

John: Are those questions – what are they for? What do you want to know? 

Greg: About how to learn it and knowing what’s on the test that’s coming up. 

John: But when you’re curious, does curiosity always have to come back to tests? 

Greg: No. 

John: Or worksheets or grades? 

Greg: No. Maybe just learning it. 

The events occurring in the world were very relevant to many Americans during the 

weeks that followed the attacks. The emotional shock Greg received from the attacks and 

his subsequent attempts to learn more about related content is consistent with Burns 

(1996) position that there is a sense of motivational strength in tapping into people's 

emotions. While Greg struggled to make sense of what had happened, he sought 

understanding. He did this because the fear and uncertainty that resulted from the events 

touched his life in ways that he perceived events from the past did not.  
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Interestingly enough, when the focus of my questioning moved only marginally 

away from this specific topic, Greg’s perception went full circle—right back to his 

extrinsic reasons for learning. It may sound like Greg was sending mixed messages in his 

statements, but his motivation actually does include some learning orientation (Dweck, 

1989). He is so focused upon his grades that his learning orientation is disguised and 

possibly even concealed from himself by numerous layers of his blatant perception of 

extrinsic performance orientation.  

It stands to reason then, that even though Greg might be motivated to work in 

school by his perception that grades are important (thus generating relevancy to the 

content that the grades represent), his motivation can sometimes go beyond the one-

dimensional extrinsic rewards. He perceives that, given the absence of these rewards, he 

would not put forth effort. I disagree. In reality, extrinsic rewards and punishment are not 

the only features that may encourage Greg to engage in learning activities. 

Student Interest vs. Disinterest 

Fun  

During much of the discussions I had with Greg, he answered questions and 

talked with a matter-of-fact attitude. Since so little emotion was shared during our 

interviews, it is important to note that Greg became animated while talking about a 

language arts class he had during one of his years in middle school. He leaned forward, 

sitting on the edge of his seat, and his voice took on a more energized inflection. I could 

tell immediately that he was excited about learning in this class.  

John: Which was your favorite class last year…? 
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Greg: I’d say language arts, because Ms. Hall was like an awesome, awesome teacher. 

And she was just really fun. She thought of a lot of activities to do. 

John: Tell me more about that language arts class. 

Greg: Ms. Hall, she just really made it fun. She had a lot of activities. She, every day 

like we had this one project in class where we’d draw like a peanut and that would 

be like a criminal because we were reading a book at that time that had to go 

along with that. There was like a criminal in it. And we’d draw him in a wanted 

sign. That was really fun. 

John: A peanut? 

Greg: Yeah. 

John: Okay. Tell me more about the activity. Describe it please. 

Greg: The activity that I – okay. What we did, she would give us a wanted sign and 

we’d have to draw a peanut with like a mean face. Like we could draw any kind 

and we could make it look like any person. And— 

John: Any person from the book? 

Greg: Yeah. 

John: Okay. 

Greg: Or like any person. I mean, it didn’t have to be from the book because this was 

your own imagination on this. And this just went along with the book. And we 

would just draw, finish drawing that. And we’d have to write a description about 

it and what it did and everything. 

His comments that she was an “awesome, awesome teacher” who “thought of a whole lot 

of activities” show that Greg perceives Mrs. Hall’s class as one that incorporates a variety 
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of attention gaining and maintaining strategies. Consistent with Small, Dodge, and Jiang 

(1996), this was effective for generating interest and preventing boredom. 

Disinterest and Engagement  

As a student who is highly performance oriented, I wondered if it mattered at all 

whether or not Greg liked or disliked the class and/or the assignments. If so, did Greg’s 

learning change when his orientation changed? First, Greg is talking about the lack of 

lesson variety in his math class. 

Greg: Okay. We probably get one, like, we’d get one page out of the book and we’d get 

to review that. And basically that would take up the whole class. Maybe we could 

get a quiz in or a worksheet, but not often. We basically go over one part of the 

chapter. 

John: During an assignment such as that, that you do day after day, what are you 

thinking about during those assignments? 

Greg: Boring, boring, boring. But still got to work hard and try and do your best. So I 

mostly stay motivated still. 

John: How does that compare to the assignments that you are enjoying? 

Greg: The assignments between that and the ones that I’m enjoying is basically I just get 

more enjoyment out of them and I think I get more learning because they’re 

making it a fun way to learn. 

John: You get more out of it? 

Greg: Yes. 

John: What do you mean by that? 
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Greg: I pay attention more and I just basically pay attention more. And I memorize the 

stuff better. 

Again, Greg talks about school with the pragmatic attitude that is indicative of his 

performance oriented goals. He does not allow himself to dwell on the aspects of school 

that he dislikes. He was willing to tell me that he thinks this particular class is “Boring, 

boring, boring,” but he always makes sure to remind me that he is still willing to, “work 

hard and try and do your best.”  

On the other side of the coin, Greg’s comments that he “gets more out of” an 

assignment that he enjoys by paying attention is telling. When he is interested, the 

learning comes more naturally, and he is able to “memorize the stuff better.” This is 

consistent with Day’s (1982) position that a student will learn better when heightened 

awareness and level of attention cause his attention to become aroused. 

Interesting Experiences  

Later, I asked Greg to talk about his favorite experiences in school. I wanted to 

know which experiences he had that brought out the best in him and motivated him to 

learn the most. Without missing a beat, he immediately brought up field trips. 

Greg: I mean, can I include field trips in this, too? 

John: Sure. 

Greg: Alright. Another one would be last year a field trip to the zoo. And that was really 

fun because I like animals and everything. And then probably my favorite field 

trip would be in sixth grade and we went to the Museum in North Carolina. And 

we rode like a Greyhound bus. And that was really fun because it was an all-day 

trip. And we got to go to – we got to like pretend we were in a space shuttle and 
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be actually the person in the space shuttle directing it. They gave a certain job to 

each of us…The outer space [trip]…was in sixth grade. The zoo was in seventh 

grade. 

John: What class, what subject do you think that the zoo and outer space deal with? 

Greg: The zoo would deal with actually science because we studied animals at the time 

we went to the zoo. And the, what was I going to say? The other one, the space 

one would have to go with science, too, because we’d go over Astronomy. 

John: How do you – you’ve mentioned before that science was your least favorite class 

because the subject matter does not interest you. 

Greg: Yeah. 

John: However— 

Greg: Yes. Uh huh. 

John: Do you see a conflict between what you said and what you’re saying now? 

Greg: Not really. It’s just the field trips are fun. It’s just, usually class time isn’t that fun 

unless we usually watch the video. The work, I hate the work in science because 

either we just do worksheets or we do chapter reviews usually as our work, or 

take tests.  

Greg’s comments that, “we got to like pretend we were in a space shuttle and be actually 

the person in the space shuttle directing it. They gave a certain job to each of us” is 

consistent with Hootstein’s (1994) findings. He claims that teachers can make learning 

more motivating by incorporating peer tutoring, cooperative learning, role playing, 

simulations, discussions, projects, and tasks with game-like features. The space field trip 
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incorporated aspects of cooperative learning, role playing, and simulations. Working 

together (cooperatively), the students each played roles in a simulation.  

 This piece of data was significant because it shows an inconsistency between 

Greg’s earlier comments about his perception of science and the current comments 

concerning the science field trips. These were not the only field trips he took during his 

middle school years, but they were his favorite ones. His favorite experiences were not 

just any field trips, but were centered on his least favorite subject: science. When I 

pointed this out to Greg, he made it clear that it was not the content of his science classes 

that he hated, it was the teaching methods that made the class boring. Keller (1983) 

claims that a student’s perception of content’s relevance can come from the teaching 

methods. I would argue that the teaching methods can also be the source of a student’s 

interest (and/or disinterest) as well.  

Greg’s admitted dislike for science coupled with his admission that some of his 

favorite experiences in school have dealt with science content is telling. At the end of his 

statements, he says that it is “the work” that he dislikes. Greg is not a lazy student who 

dislikes work in general. It is the type of work he associates with science that influences 

his perception of the subject. Therefore, it is not the content that interests or disinterests 

Greg in school, but the teaching methods. 

Worksheets  

During my earlier conversations with Greg, he indicated that he was always 

willing to “work his hardest.” My observations of Greg verify that he will put forth strong 

efforts most of the time. Whereas Greg’s ability to concentrate on assignments he dislikes 

is strong, it is not unlimited.  
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John: And I’d like you to tell me a little bit about some assignments that bring out the 

worst in you. 

Greg: Probably worksheets. I mean, like I like, yeah, worksheets usually. Not tests. 

Tests are usually easy if you study hard in class and you take all your notes. But 

probably worksheets because sometimes you don’t even – we haven’t even gone 

over the stuff and they just give you worksheets and they take them for a grade. 

Greg’s distaste for worksheets is consistent with Hootstein (1993), who claims that 

adolescent students need to pursue interests in active ways or they will be bored. Greg’s 

last comment refers to his learning orientation, which is highly dependent upon 

outcomes. Greg’s dislike for worksheets displays the locus-of-control/self efficacy 

category as well. Consistent with the attribution theory (Weiner, 1986, Graham & 

Weiner, 1996), Greg prefers assignments that he perceives will give him the best 

opportunity to succeed. Greg perceives that teachers who take worksheets for grades 

without going over the material first are not giving him a fair chance to succeed, 

removing the locus-of-control from his grasp. His disinterest in the passive nature of 

worksheets and his perception of an external locus-of-control work together to erode his 

strong motivation to engage. 

The context of how the material is taught plays a big role in how Greg perceives a 

lesson. Keller (1983) argued that the relevance of material comes from the way material 

is taught, and does not necessarily need to come from the content itself. I would go a step 

further and say that, Greg’s interest in learning may not necessarily come from the 

material either. The way in which it is taught has an influence on his motivation. Content 
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that is taught using worksheets and chapter reviews is unlikely to interest and motivate 

Greg to engage in inner dialogue with the content.  

Active Learning  

After Greg’s positive comments about the field trips to the zoo and outer space, I 

was interested in following up on his earlier comments about science. Greg’s eighth 

grade science teacher made consistently strong efforts to engage students in hands-on 

labs and other activities. The following activity that Greg discusses allowed students to 

create a mock volcano eruption.  

John: Is it [science] the same this year [as it was in the past]? 

Greg: Yeah. Except Ms. Rocker makes it a lot more fun usually than my teachers in 

previous years. 

John: So what is your feeling about the subject of science this year? 

Greg: I mean, I still don’t really like it, but it’s a lot more fun because my teacher makes 

it a lot more interesting and she usually does some games along in science and a 

lot more labs…labs either – like I explained earlier, we just finished a volcano 

lab. That would help us with like learning the parts of a volcano, measuring like 

how scientists measure the caldera of a volcano, and that’s the crater that it 

makes….And what we did, we blew up a balloon, same diameter. We’d cover it 

up in sand and then pop it and then see what the caldera would be. 

Greg’s comment that “Ms. Rocker makes it a lot more fun usually than my teachers in 

previous years” and “my teacher makes it a lot more interesting and she usually does 

some games along in science and a lot more labs” indicates that he enjoys the methods 

that Ms. Rocker uses. His comments that “I still don’t really like it” are not inconsistent 
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with these other comments. In fact, they show that Greg’s dislike for the content is not 

necessarily indicative of a dislike for a class. Later I asked him about his overall feelings 

or his eighth grade science class and Greg told me it was one of his best classes during 

that year. So how does interest lead to learning and understanding? Greg’s easy usage of 

the term caldera and his subsequent understanding of what role it plays in a volcano 

indicated to me that hands-on labs in science motivated him to engage in learning.  

 Games  

Greg’s competitive nature influences his impressions of classroom activities. He 

indicated to me that some lessons he found engaging were based upon games. He shared 

several of these ideas with me. 

Greg: One of my favorite ones would be probably 7th grade in social studies and we did 

a, we did like, we played like a game in which it was called “Family Feud” and 

we basically had two teams and then we’d have one person go up there at a time. 

John: Well, how did it work? 

Greg: You’d have two teams. You’d divide them up individually. And then you’d have 

a bell like on the center of an overhead and you’d have one person at a time go up 

and then our teacher, which would be Ms. Barker, would read out the question 

and then we’d press the bell and then whoever rings it first, gets to answer the 

question. If you get it right, you get a point. And then, let’s see, another one – 

John: Tell me a little bit [more] about the games. 

Greg: I like – well, the games, like in every class are fun because, I mean, it just gives us 

something else to do because instead of studying from the book, it actually helps 

us both remember and have fun when we’re playing a game. 
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John: How do you think it does that? 

Greg: Because you’re actually enjoying the game and then you’re learning the material 

at the same time. 

Greg’s comments that, “games…in every class are fun” indicates that it is unnecessary 

for him to be interested in the substance of the classroom content to be motivated. 

Regardless of the class, Greg claims to be engaged in gaming activities.  

I was able to observe Greg participate in Jeopardy, Who Wants to be a 

Millionaire, The Weakest Link, and bingo on numerous occasions in social studies. 

Whether he was a contestant, the host, a helper or an audience member, Greg was clearly 

engrossed. In preparation for the possibility of becoming a contestant, I have observed 

Greg spending quality time making sure he understands the material. He will often 

approach me to ask me in depth questions about the content under study. As an audience 

member in Who Wants to be a Millionaire, I observed Greg as he senses the possibility 

that he might be called upon to help the contestant in case he is asked to help. He is 

sincere and accurate when he says that, “it [games] actually helps us both remember and 

have fun when we’re playing a game.” 

The Influence of the Fun Factor  

During my conversations with Greg, he indicated to me that he had a more 

difficult time concentrating on textbooks and worksheets. These traditional types of 

activities do not require much, if any, interaction between teacher and student or between 

students.  

John: Tell me the difference between assignments in class. Like how effective are 

worksheets? 
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Greg: I don’t think they’re very effective, just for various reasons like they’re not a very 

fun way to learn it and they’re just not a very good way because the teacher’s not 

talking to you. They’re just giving you worksheets to learn it from the worksheets, 

not from them. Which they’re supposed to be doing. And they’re the ones who 

really get it, not the worksheets. 

John: Is there a time when worksheets might be effective? 

Greg: Probably not. 

John: But you said you still learn in say, math, where there are a lot of worksheets. 

Greg: Because usually our teacher will go over it before she gives us the worksheets. I 

had some problems last where they just gave us the worksheets without even 

talking about the subject. Our teacher just gave us worksheets. 

John: Uh huh. What’s the difference between using a worksheet and say, playing a 

game? You talked a little bit about games last time. 

Greg: The difference between that is the fun factor and just, it gets you thinking about 

the stuff more when you’re playing the game. And I think it memorizes a little bit 

better. 

John: How? 

Greg: To tell you the truth, I really don’t know. It just does. 

Though Greg is not able to articulate his feelings about why games are more effective for 

him, he tells me that the “fun factor gets him thinking” about the material while he is 

playing the game. This statement provides evidence that games have a positive influence 

in Greg’s engagement to learn. It clearly provides a stimulus that creates interest, which 
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Small, Dodge, and Jiang (1996) contend is an important influence on motivation. It is 

also consistent with Dewey’s (1916, 1933) position that thinking leads to learning. 

Games, Interaction, and Involvement  

Greg talked about assignments that he enjoyed and how they drove him to think. I 

wondered what other enjoyable lessons Greg might share with me he enjoyed. At this 

time, he gave me a better indication of why enjoying assignments motivate him.  

John:  Tell me about some assignments that you’ve had, whether it’s projects, 

assignments, games, anything. I’d like to hear more about the ones that you 

enjoyed. 

Greg: The projects and the games. 

John: Anything. Anything that you’ve done in school that you have enjoyed. 

Greg: I mean, just all the projects I’ve done I’ve enjoyed. And all the games that we’ve 

had I’ve enjoyed, even if they’re not the best games. But it still ended up being 

fun. One of the games, for example, would be Jeopardy. And that would be a lot 

of fun because we get really involved. We’d have two separate teams and 

basically we’d go side to side and get the answers. And if you got it right, you get 

the amount of points on the board. We’d have like five categories and then a 

separate category, which could be anything from the past or like from a TV show, 

for all we’d know.  

John: When you’re playing a game like Jeopardy, what’s going through your mind 

while the questions are being asked? 

Greg: I’ve got to be the first to answer it. 

John: I have to be the first to answer it. 
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Greg: Uh huh. 

John: Are you sharp at that point? 

Greg: Yeah. Really sharp. 

John: When you’re doing a worksheet or you’re doing some of that other stuff that you 

talked about, are you sharp? 

Greg: I’m still sharp, but not as sharp because it’s not as interactive as we were doing in 

the games. 

John: Interactive in what way? 

Greg: Just basically we get to be – we can put more into the game. We can like – our 

whole group could like – I don’t know how to word this. But we’d be more into 

the game. And I’d be more into the games than the worksheets. 

John: You’d be more into the game. 

Greg: Than the worksheets. 

Greg’s comment that he likes to be the first one to answer questions during a game is 

another example of his competitive nature. Once again, while Greg talks about 

motivating influences in the classroom, he declines to acknowledge that there might be a 

time when he is not engaged in learning at school. He does, however, admit to being 

“sharper” during “interactive” competitive games than he is while completing more 

traditional assignments such as worksheets. “Being sharper” is Greg’s way of saying that 

he has the satisfactory level of attention discussed by Keller (1983).  

Greg tries to explain to me that interactions with the game, the group, and the 

content exist on more than one level. Not only is he interacting with those around him 

and learning through social constructivism (Vygotsky 1978, 1986), but within his own 
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mind, he is interacting with the different levels of the content and trying to make internal 

sense of it (Piaget, 1967; Dewey, 1916, 1933). The excitement caused by the game 

simply increases the complexity of the interaction.  

Greg and his teammates are playing an active role in constructing their own 

knowledge, while the teacher is not seeking to simply transmit information. Rather, the 

teacher has created the situation and is acting as facilitator to the team’s collective 

construction and to each individual’s cognitive development. I suspect that, when Greg 

told me, “I don’t know how to word this” he was struggling with how to explain the 

concept of constructivism as described by Muth and Alverman (1999). During the games, 

the teacher offers different levels of question, ranging from Bloom, Englehart, Hill, Furst, 

and Krathwohl’s (1956) lower level knowledge based questions to the higher level 

evaluation questions. The higher level questions cause students to interact with their 

memories, their experiences, and before they collectively answer the question, they must 

interact with each other.  

Conclusion 

 Greg is clearly a student with an orientation to achievement that is skewed far in 

the direction of performance orientation. His outlook on school is not necessarily 

unpleasant, but Greg certainly perceives his role as a student comparable to an adult who 

might view his occupation as important but often dull. Greg is highly motivated to 

perform by extrinsic rewards—in particular, grades. Greg’s perception of grades is linked 

to his definition of learning. He places an enormous amount of faith in his teachers’ 

judgments. This goes along with Greg’s predisposition for conformity and the ample 

credence he places in authority.  
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When his teachers assign a grade to Greg’s work, he perceives it as evidence of 

how much he has learned. He perceives an “A” or a “B” as confirmation of strong 

learning, while viewing a “C,” a “D,” or a “U” as evidence that a student did not learn. In 

his case, Greg generally attributes his success to a combination of his ability and effort, 

while attributing his occasional failures to a lack of effort. In the few circumstances that 

Greg shared with me when his grades were unacceptable (to himself and/or his parents), 

he claimed to move forward by putting forth more effort. Greg perceives that this extra 

effort has always resulted in eventual success for him. 

 Greg uses his competitive nature to motivate him to become what he perceives as 

“better” than the other students. When a situation Greg identifies as competitive arises, he 

attempts to win so he can gain recognition and distinguish himself from the rest of the 

pack. He has a strong need to develop relationships with his teachers. Though he 

perceives that his need to develop these relationships is a need for friendship, in actuality 

it is more complicated. Greg has a strong need to be recognized as “the best” by those 

whom he considers to be consequential to his future, and he perceives that teachers are 

important people. Greg also sees this friendship as a means of strategy that he can use to 

stay out of trouble and to be graded better on subjective assignments.  

Greg’s overt perception in regards to the sources of his motivation is mostly 

extrinsic in nature. The actual sources of Greg’s motivation should by no means be seen 

as exclusively extrinsic, though. Greg does not easily admit it, but he can be motivated to 

learn in the absence of extrinsic motivators when he is interested in a topic or when he is 

interested in the method of presentation. In these cases, Greg can be counted on to make a 

strong effort to engage in his own learning. 
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In summary, what reasons did Greg have for choosing to engage in learning 

sometimes while choosing not to engage at other times? Greg’s reasons for choosing to 

engage in learning were mainly extrinsic. Greg chose to strongly engage in order to get 

on the good side of his teachers. Greg was always willing to learn the content that 

teachers set forth in efforts to make straight “A’s.” Sometimes Greg chose to engage in 

learning for immediate rewards such as video games. At other times, the promise of 

advanced high school classes and entrance to a good college were enough. In the absence 

of these extrinsic goals, Greg was motivated to engage in learning when competition or 

interesting was present. Greg was so highly motivated that he was willing to engage in 

learning during every instance I was able to observe. Hypothetically though, Greg would 

be unwilling to engage in learning in the absence of grades or when an activity was too 

difficult to even fathom success.



 

 

CHAPTER VIII 

A CROSS-CASE ANALYSIS 

Introduction 

 The purpose of this chapter is to compare and contrast the perceptions and 

experiences of Jenny, Missy, Bob, and Greg. Each of the students has some common 

perceptions and/or experiences with the others, while each has a distinctive understanding 

of them. Some of the data has shown that, though actual experiences were mutual 

amongst the students, the individuals’ perceptual experiences were unique. In other 

instances, experiences that appear to be exclusive of each other are linked by the 

students’ comparable perceptions. Consistent with my conceptual framework, this 

chapter is divided into six sections: Student Orientations to Achievement, Classroom 

Climate, Perceived Student Needs, Locus of Control-Self Efficacy, Relevance-Content 

Value, and Student Interest vs. Disinterest.  

Student Orientations to Achievement 

 Dweck’s (1989) general concepts of orientation to achievement provide a natural 

starting point in the cross case analysis of the four individual case studies. The 

motivational consequences of individual inclinations toward one orientation or another 

are significant. In addition, the intermingling of an individual’s predisposition and 

situational circumstances are noteworthy. Though each of the four students exhibited 

qualities from each of the orientations, the strength of individual inclinations influenced 

their perceptions of each experience they shared with me. 

251 
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 Though I observed circumstances when Greg was oriented toward learning rather 

than performance, he was by far the most focused participant upon performance 

orientation. This orientation influenced his perceptions time and again. With this in mind, 

extrinsic motivators appeared to have the strongest impact upon Greg. On the other side 

of the coin, Missy was more focused on learning than she was with achieving. As with 

Greg, she displayed situational characteristics that belied her predisposition, but was 

more heavily influenced by different factors than Greg. Both Jenny’s and Bob’s 

tendencies were almost evenly combined between the two orientations, though Jenny was 

slightly inclined toward a performance orientation while Bob leaned in the direction of a 

learning orientation. Missy, Jenny, and Bob tended to engage at a higher level when a 

lesson awoke their learning orientation, whereas Greg appeared susceptible to 

engagement when either orientation was stimulated. 

Classroom Climate 

 The classroom climate was an important influence in three out of the four 

students’ motivation to engage in learning. Consistent with his strong performance 

orientation, Greg was only minimally influenced by the classroom climate. In addition, 

Greg’s outlook on education was one of pragmatic resignation. When Greg perceived 

there to be an important grade at stake, he was likely to put forth a strong effort to learn 

the content—regardless of his surroundings.  

Since Missy, Bob, and Jenny were more heavily oriented toward learning than 

Greg, other factors played larger roles in their decisions on how engaged they might 

become. They reported that the situational classroom climates had a significant impact on 

their willingness to engage in learning. Though Jenny was plainly more influenced by 
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perceived negative aspects than the others, all three reported both positive and negative 

characteristics of classroom climates that influenced their motivation. 

In the Mood  

Missy, Bob, and Jenny each described how situational classroom climate 

influenced their desire to engage in learning. Missy spoke of a “Getting into the Swing” 

game and “Being in the mood” in two of her classes. I asked her how the “Getting in the 

Swing” game influenced her attitude. 

Missy: That year I did good in math. I mean, it helped doing that instead of just going in 

there, sitting down, giving us book work and all that. It really got us excited about 

math. 

Though his actual experiences varied, Bob’s situational perceptual experiences were 

similar to Missy’s. He contrasted how two dissimilar classes might result in two different 

attitudes. 

Bob: If the teacher is dull all of the kids are dull and it causes the atmosphere to be dull. 

Yet a class with an exiting (sic) teacher causes the kids to be kind of rowdy but 

the room seems more colorful. 

Jenny made several allusions to classes where her mood to learn was turned off before 

the actual lesson began. Consistent with their statements, both Bob and Missy appeared 

to be happier and more susceptible to learning in the classes where they experienced 

energy and excitement.  

Missy even talked about a class in which candy was used to gain students’ 

attention at the beginning of each period. In her case, this extrinsic motivator created a 

sense of belonging and an unspoken bond between Missy and the teacher. Missy’s 
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reaction to the candy and the game was similar to the perceptual experiences of both Bob 

and Jenny. Each of these students associated positive feelings toward teachers with 

positive feelings toward a class and/or a subject. These positive feelings often transferred 

into a willingness to engage in learning. In cases where these positive feelings were 

missing, they were often replaced by negative feelings and an unwillingness to follow 

through on learning concepts in the class.  

Humor  

For Missy, Bob, and Jenny, a teacher’s sense of humor often influenced their view 

of the classroom’s climate. All three of them discussed how humor helped them relate to 

a teacher, a class, and a subject while relaxing them and setting a positive tone for 

individual lessons. 

Bob: And things that can be kind of funny. If you make it to where it’s fun, it’ll make 

students including myself work harder. 

Jenny: Well, you talk to us like…you aren’t like a higher level above us. You aren’t 

superior, as superior than some people. And you joke around with us and stuff 

like that… it makes me like the class and it makes me just feel more relaxed and I 

don’t feel like I’m going to get in trouble so I feel that I can just be, I don’t know, 

relaxed. 

Missy: And then social studies, fun class. Funny. Very funny. He [Missy is talking about 

me] always makes it interesting. And he always finds something, a fun way to do 

something. 

Bob’s comments are specific and thought out. Jenny’s comments are insightful, yet 

general, while Missy’s are a bit overstated. Due to a variety of reasons, classes tend not to 
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be entertaining on a daily basis. It would be maddening for a teacher to even attempt it. 

Missy comments are a bit overstated, but they were consistent with Bob and Jenny’s 

comments. Missy perceived that I always found a fun way to do something in my class. I 

do regularly attempt to employ methods with the hope that my students will enjoy them, 

but usually only two to three times a week. Missy’s comments show that the efforts have 

borne fruit. It seems that her perception of my attempts at humor have a transfer effect. 

Jenny, Bob, and Missy tend to associate their feelings for a teacher with their feelings for 

a class. Though Missy’s statements exceed Bob and Jenny’s, the perception and meaning 

behind them are the same. If teachers are relaxed and friendly, these three were more 

willing to work.  

Negative Climate: Honored Voice Denied  

Jenny, Bob, and Missy had much to say about the negative aspects of certain 

classrooms. Their unenthusiastic comments on situational classroom climate were far less 

subtle. For each student there were slight differences in what they perceived to be 

negative classroom climate, and also differences in how they handled their situations. On 

the other hand, each of these perceptions often ended with an identical outcome: a turned 

off student who was unwilling to engage in learning.  

For Jenny, in classes where the teacher discouraged interaction (teacher/student or 

student/student), she became fearful and stressed. Even though she is a quiet and well-

behaved student, she often felt like she was going to get in trouble. Jenny engages in a 

stressful hidden internal dialogue that draws her attention away from the task at hand, 

resulting in a state she described as “zoning on autopilot.” In this state, Jenny will often 
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complete her work from the standpoint of performance orientation. This usually results in 

minimal effort and little, if any, engagement in learning.  

Jenny: Well, when I’m relaxed, I guess I feel like I can learn better and I remember 

more. But when I’m stressed out… I guess I get bored and I just kind of sit there 

like this. [she stared straight ahead for approximately three seconds, tilting her 

head slightly, eyes glazing over] But I’m thinking about other things and kind of 

zoning out. But it looks like I’m paying attention until they call on me…And then 

I’m like, “Um.” And I start to laugh because I have no clue. And then the teachers 

get mad… 

Jenny will laugh often when she is nervous, even when it is the inappropriate response. 

She does not intend to be disrespectful, she uses laughter to diminish the stress she is 

experiencing. Missy’s initial reaction to a class where she perceives a lack of respect by 

the teacher is different from Jenny’s.  

Missy: Well, she’d like, she’d say that she’d [already] answered them and we should 

have been listening, but we were all listening and quiet and when people still had 

questions that she didn’t answer, she wouldn’t answer them. And she’d say that 

she said them already, she already mentioned the answer. 

John: What do—how do you feel the students’ relationship with that teacher was? 

Missy: We couldn’t stand her. That’s practically it. 

When Missy described a class where she felt that the teacher discouraged the students 

from asking questions, she was describing a perceived lack of respect. Unlike Jenny, 

Missy is more willing to engage in academic banter with a teacher. She walks into class 

and fully expects her opinions to be valued. She expects her voice to be honored. In 
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classes where she perceives this to be absent, she becomes insulted, and her entire 

outlook is altered. Consistent with her demonstrative disposition, her posture changes, 

she folds her arms, sticks her lower lip out, becomes quietly belligerent, and turns off her 

mind. Though Missy cannot necessarily speak for the other students, her comments speak 

volumes of the relationship between herself and her teacher and its influence upon her 

perception of the classroom climate. Bob talked about a similar perception that he had of 

a teacher whom he felt treated him in much the same way.  

Bob: The way a teacher acts really affects the students’ willingness to work. Say like 

last year I had a math teacher that really wasn't someone I liked. So that resulted 

in me not really wanting to listen to her and that caused me not to make the best 

grades in the world. I had A's in all of my other classes yet in that one I had a C. 

This year I don't dislike my math teacher and that has resulted in a good grade.  

Respect is a great factor in getting students to listen to a teacher. In the 

mind of a student they think that if the teacher shows no respect to them why 

should they show respect to the teacher? So if the student feels respected the 

student will respect his/her teacher and listen to them and then you have a good 

student. 

Bob’s initial reaction to teachers he perceived to be disrespectful was more active than 

Jenny’s and Missy’s. In addition to learning and grade problems, I was able to link 

behavioral troubles with classes where Bob felt disrespected. Bob’s comments that, “if 

the teacher shows no respect to them [the students] then why should they respect the 

teacher?” is more consistent with Missy’s comments than Jenny’s comments, but the end 
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result is the same. For Jenny, Missy, and Bob, classroom climate that was based upon 

mutual respect was a prerequisite for their choice to engage in learning.  

Though Greg might be willing to engage in his own learning at school for the 

sake of grades and other extrinsic factors, the other three indicated that these factors were 

not enough. They were likely complete tasks for extrinsic reasons such as grades, but 

engaging in learning at school required additional influences. The completion of tasks for 

grades only, with little or no effort to attribute context to the tasks, usually resulted in 

effort that was far below their best. In addition, the completion of these kinds of tasks 

often resulted in little to no learning. A classroom climate that nurtured Missy, Bob, and 

Jenny’s individual needs provided them with conditions that prepared them for learning. 

Perceived Student Needs 

 Each of the participants had needs that were alternately met and ignored 

situationally. Certain needs that were met or unmet that resulted in students’ long-term 

perceptions of a specific classroom’s climate were included in the previous section. The 

needs that are listed in this section are basic, and in most circumstances, do influence 

students’ perceptions of their self efficacy, content relevance, and their interest in specific 

lessons. With student needs, the complicated interplay between the various factors of 

student motivation were clearly at work. Though the basic needs will be addressed in this 

section, more specific examples of the interplay between categories will also be included 

in the later sections.  

Put another way, each student’s perceptions of his or her particular needs and how 

these needs influenced other factors will be addressed in the student needs section. In 

later sections, the student perceptions of how curriculum and teaching methods 
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influenced their needs will be addressed. Each student had needs that were common with 

the others, and there were a few that were unique. In this section, I will cross-analyze my 

students’ needs for student/teacher relationships, student-student interaction, active 

learning, and student choice. 

Student-Teacher Relationships  

Though the specific reasons for this need varied, all four students expressed a 

strong need for a positive relationship with their teachers. This need has close ties to the 

classroom climate category. In fact, for Jenny, Missy, and Bob, their perceptions of their 

student-teacher relationships was so closely tied with their perceptions of the long-term 

classroom climate, I chose to include them in the classroom climate category.  

The most unique implications from student-teacher relationships came from Greg. 

Though his need for positive student-teacher interaction was just as strong as the others, 

his was virtually uninfluenced by the classroom climate. Early in the data collection 

process, Greg shared his need to be “friends” with the teacher. I asked him what he meant 

by being friends with the teacher. 

Greg: Just, I mean, getting on their good side and basically like having a good 

personality, being social. 

John: Do you think it’s harder to do that with some than with others? 

Greg: I guess you could say that, but like sometimes you can have some strict teachers 

and that’s harder to like get on their good side. And usually on the middle all the 

way…I mean like you’re not like her favorite student, you’re like in the middle, 

like along with all the other kids. 
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Greg’s need for positive interaction with important adults in his life was a motivating 

influence on his willingness to engage in learning. Greg needed to feel head-and-

shoulders above the rest of the students in his class. He was not satisfied with his own 

perception that he was “better” than the others. His respect for authority led him to 

respect a teacher’s position and a teacher’s judgment. Greg’s performance orientation is 

based in part on his concrete view of grades. For him, grades equal learning. The higher a 

teacher rated Greg’s performance, the better he feels about himself. Greg’s competitive 

nature in combination with his respect for authority and his performance orientation leads 

him to seek a special status in a teacher’s heart. Greg may seek positive adult interaction 

with many of this in mind, but there are other, more concrete reasons as well. 

Greg: Basically, so you can – I mean like, you won’t get as much in trouble in class if 

you like talked. If you’re like a troublemaker, if you talked once, you’d probably 

get a detention or something… 

Regardless of Greg’s intention, the student-teacher relationship was an important 

motivator to him. Greg worked hard and tries to learn more than the others in order to get 

on a teacher’s good side. Once he perceived he was there, he poured it on in order to 

maintain his perceived position at the top of the hierarchy. Unlike the others, in a class 

where the teacher was “strict,” Greg claims that he would work extra hard to “get on her 

good side.” I have included Greg’s student-teacher relationship in the student needs 

section instead of the classroom climate section due to his unique perception. 

 Student-Student Interaction and Social Constructivism 

All four participants spoke of the need for positive interactions with peers through 

group work, and all four of them described being influenced by aspects of social 
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constructivist learning. While Jenny described how working in groups influenced her 

willingness to learn, she brought the Zone of Proximal Development into the mix.  

Jenny: You get to socialize more and if you don’t get something, your friends can help 

you understand it. 

Not only was the Zone of Proximal Development helpful to her learning, Jenny also 

claimed to enjoy the opportunities to discuss deeper meaning of the content with her 

peers. Jenny’s social needs improved her internal locus of control and increased her 

perception of the content value. Missy had similar experiences with group work.  

Missy: Group work to me, it seems that you get to get to know your peers a little better, 

plus it’s – if you’re working on like a big, big project, then it may help get the 

work done when it’s done. But if – I like working in groups because to me it just 

seems more fun because you get to work with your friends. It has nothing to do 

with like taking the easy way out and stuff.  

Missy perceived the overall school climate as competitive. When she was just about 

through talking about her positive perception of group work, she paused for a moment 

before proceeding. Her final comment that, “It has nothing to do with like taking the easy 

way” was born from a sense that she needed to qualify her statement. Her original 

comments discussed the positive aspects of socializing and cooperating in a group. 

Perceiving that teachers who read her comments might not understand her meaning, she 

wanted to clear up the possibility that her comments might make her appear lazy. Bob’s 

perception of group work was based upon the same set of needs. 

Bob: …working with the groups is fun because when you work with your friends it 

makes you want to work harder because you do the work with your friends. 



 262 

Jenny, Missy, and Bob perceived working in groups as a social opportunity. In addition, 

each of them recognized that there was a chance to learn while having fun. All of them 

were motivated to engage in learning under certain group conditions. Once again, though, 

Greg stands out from the rest. The only occasion Greg discussed working in groups was 

during a conversation we had about participating in games in the classroom. 

Greg: Just basically we get to be – we can put more into the game. We can like – our 

whole group could like – I don’t know how to word this. But we’d be more into 

the game. And I’d be more into the games than the worksheets. 

Greg’s motivational experience with groups occurred during a low stakes game that 

involved cooperation within a group and competition between groups. In other follow-up 

comments, Greg spoke of the interaction that existed between his own thoughts and those 

of the other students within the group. He is a natural leader with a strong desire to stand 

out as the best among the crowd. I observed Greg volunteer to be the team captain in 

every instance. For various reasons, each of the four participants claimed to be motivated 

to engage in thinking and learning when faced with proper opportunities for group work. 

On the contrary, l will illustrate two examples of group work that students claim were 

ineffective.  

Cooperating vs. Abandoning the Lesson  

Jenny and Bob each described an experience with group work that they perceived 

was non-motivating. For Jenny, her experience led her to allow another student to 

complete all of the work while she socialized.  

Jenny: They end up doing all the work. Because we were doing a lab the other day and 

we had a kid that was a genius and so me and my friend, we just talked while he 



 263 

did most of the work. And we’re like, “Wait a minute. I don’t understand it.” He 

kind of acted like we were stupid because we didn’t understand it. 

John: Did he explain the stuff to you? 

Jenny: Not really. He just kind of gave us the answers to the questions. So he didn’t 

explain why or anything… 

Jenny was forthright in her description of her role in this situation. The only 

accountability was the paper with the answers that individuals were supposed to turn in to 

the teacher. There was no real individual accountability for her learning the material, and 

Jenny remained passive. There was no group accountability to prevent the “genius” from 

completing all of the work and sharing answers. It appears that the only one who possibly 

learned anything was the genius. Bob’s experience was similar, but in his experience, he 

was one of the students in the group who was working while he perceived others to sit 

idly watching. 

Bob: The group I worked with had a couple of people that just kind of sat around and 

watched us…I don’t like when a couple of the people just sit there and watch. I 

like to spread the work out. But usually every time in a group there’s somebody 

that doesn’t want to do it, so they won’t do it and they won’t help. 

Bob’s perception of his group situation was different from my own. I observed his group 

interaction closely, and came away with the impression that all students were involved in 

social constructivist learning. Since Bob was responsible for writing down the group 

summary and one other student was responsible for orally reading the material to the rest 

of the group, he perceived that they were working while the others were not. I observed 

each student verbally contributing to the overall summary. In addition, though each 
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student was responsible for presenting only one part of the lesson, each was responsible 

for understanding all of it. Bob’s perception that two group members were inactive is 

troubling. Even more disturbing was Jenny’s experience in conjunction with Bob’s 

perception of this as a phenomenon when group work is assigned. This phenomenon will 

be discussed in more detail later during the student interest vs. disinterest section.  

Active Learning  

Each of the four students was motivated to engage in activities that employed 

their bodies as well as their minds. When describing this type of lesson, every one of 

them had a number of stories they wished to share. In addition, they often spoke excitedly 

during their descriptions. Bob and Missy appeared to have the strongest need to be active 

in their learning. Jenny prefers active methods as well. Though I will cover different 

aspects of active lessons during later sections (along with their aversion to passive 

learning), I have included active learning in the student needs section as an introduction.  

Of the four, Greg appeared to have the most trivial need for active learning. As 

consistent as this might be with Greg’s strong performance orientation, he is an 

adolescent boy with adolescent needs. Greg’s strong work ethic in conjunction with his 

perception of a relatively joyless (but worthwhile) school experience made it difficult for 

him to admit that active lessons were preferable to book work and worksheets. 

Remembering that science was historically his least favorite subject, the usually 

composed Greg shared a rare moment of excitement in his description of a science 

lesson. 

Greg: Ms. Rocker makes it [science] a lot more fun usually than my teachers in previous 

years…We just got done taking a lab on volcanoes. And what we did, we blew up 
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a balloon, same diameter. We’d cover it up in sand and then pop it and then see 

what the caldera would be.  

Interestingly enough, Missy talked about the same lab. 

Missy: This year in science we’re doing this thing right now where we’re going to do a 

video production about volcanoes. And she always has something funny to talk 

about. It’s an interesting class. Every day it gets funnier and more interesting. 

John: Tell me more about that class and tell me more about the – tell me more about 

some of the things you’re doing with volcanoes. 

Missy: Volcanoes. We just previously got done with a lab. And what we did was you had 

to pop a balloon buried in sand to where it was kind of like a volcano. She had a 

pencil and at the end it had a tack taped to it. And what you did was you packed 

sand on top of the balloon to a certain height. And then you’d take the pencil and 

you’d poke it from the top. And then you dig away the sand at the top and then 

you’d go down and you’d look at the caldera or the place where the balloon was, 

the empty hole. And then you’d measure the diameter and the width and the 

depth. And then we’ve also done – we went to the lab. We looked at current 

eruptions that have erupted and that’s about it. 

This lesson made quite an impact upon both Greg and Missy. Not only did each of them 

describe the lesson as an example of a fun and exciting lab, but both of them specifically 

described the “caldera” by name. Missy was especially enthusiastic when she described 

hands-on activities. Unlike Greg, Missy regularly celebrated her experiences in science 

classes throughout middle school. 
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Missy: Science. Science was fun. We did these little dioramas. We’d do a lab. She’d 

bring in stuff that she got from home and we’d like – like the next day we’d like 

dissect it or something. Like I remember once we did these mushroom prints. And 

that’s where you took off and you cut the stem off the mushroom. You place it on 

a white sheet of paper. And then you’d let it sit there for like a week or five days. 

And then you came and you picked up the mushroom and the pores from inside 

the mushroom were all on the paper. And then what you had to do is you had to 

spray it with hairsprays. That way the pores wouldn’t come off. 

John: Uh huh. 

Missy: And it was an interesting lab. I’ve never seen anything done like that with a 

mushroom. 

Unlike Greg, both Bob and Missy are strong kinesthetic learners (Lazear, 1991). Not only 

do they enjoy learning by doing, it appears to have a stronger impact on their long-term 

interest in a subject. In Bob’s description of another science lab, he describes the 

difference between book work and assignments that involve him. 

Bob: It [hands-on labs] just makes it more fun and you want to – and when you’re 

doing a lab and you have to write this stuff down, you learn it better than just 

sitting there writing it rather than actually doing it hands-on. 

Though many of the comments Bob made about science during our interviews were 

positive, he shared Greg’s dislike of the content. Bob’s comments are his way of 

explaining that learning about “life science” out of a textbook does not lead to his 

learning. Writing facts on paper did not lead to engagement for him. Unlike Greg, Bob 

needs to be active in science to be willingly engaged in learning.  
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Bob: We’ve done a lot of labs in there, like classifying rocks. But that’s not usually 

very much fun. But— 

John: No? 

Bob: Well, it’s igneous rocks and we just look at the crystals in them and put them into 

different groups, which isn’t that exciting. But it’s better than using all the 

textbook work…You learn more about them by their texture and you can figure 

out if they cooled inside or outside the earth. And just being able to feel them tells 

you a lot more than reading the words. 

Bob clarified his comments to me later by saying that classifying rocks was a “ridiculous 

waste of time.” He qualified this statement by telling me that he couldn’t believe that 

Mrs. Rocker made it “fun enough to learn.” In these comments, Bob showed that meeting 

his needs for active learning stimulated his interest and overrode his perception of the 

content’s irrelevance.  

In January, Broken Arrow Middle School hosts a mid-year open house night for 

parents. During this mid-year meeting, teachers are encouraged to have students display 

the content to parents in interesting ways. Bob volunteered to join five other students and 

present a science lesson to the parents. Rock in hand, Bob stood in front of approximately 

60 parents with a huge smile on his face and excitedly described the characteristics of 

igneous rocks. Bob enjoyed eighth grade science because of Mrs. Rocker’s teaching 

style, which tended to focus upon meeting the needs of her students.  

Student Choice  

Bob, Missy, and Jenny all appeared to flourish when their need for autonomy was 

satisfied. When it was absent, they associated the teacher’s unwillingness to share power 
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with a negative classroom environment and their motivation appeared to lessen. For 

them, their need for autonomy was an ingredient that influenced their perception of the 

classroom climate.  

Unlike the others, Greg was uncomfortable with the concept of student autonomy. 

Greg’s uneasiness can be associated with both his strong performance orientation and his 

respect for authority. Both of these influences were upended when he perceived that the 

teacher had given up control to the students. Greg needed to know what was expected by 

the teacher so he could exceed those expectations. When students were controlling the 

direction of the lessons and he perceived that his peers were influencing his grades, he 

became anxious. Missy enjoyed opportunities to engage in activities that she had a hand 

in directing, but like Greg, was uncomfortable with too much autonomy. On the other 

hand, Bob saw autonomy as an opportunity to explore his interests while Jenny indicated 

that she enjoyed the autonomy incorporated in group work.  

Locus of Control-Self Efficacy 

 The participants in my study each expressed their situational and stable 

perceptions of their abilities. These perceptions were powerful indicators of each 

student’s willingness to engage in a learning activity. Greg had strong self-efficacy—in 

fact, an overwhelming confidence in his own abilities. He perceived every actual school 

related situation to be within his locus of control. Despite her label as gifted, Jenny had 

the weakest confidence in her abilities. Bob and Missy’s confidence levels were fairly 

strong, but theirs’ fluctuated more than Greg’s. For Jenny, Bob, and Missy, situational 

influences had a strong impact upon their willingness to engage in learning.  
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An internal locus of control appeared to have negligible positive influence on 

motivating students to engage in learning. On the other hand, student perception of an 

external locus of control was almost certain to lower the chances that my participants 

would choose to engage. Their perception of external loci of control—situational or 

permanent—led to a fundamental motivational shut down in virtually every case that was 

presented to me. During this section, I will cross-analyze my participants’ perceptions of 

situational classroom influences on their loci of control.  

Too Easy, Too Difficult, and Just Right  

Jenny often perceived that she was unable to understand content in school. She 

alluded to a perceived lack of ability on a number of occasions. Her strong abilities and 

her lack of confidence in those abilities made an interesting combination.  

Jenny: Sometimes I don’t work as hard at it because usually if I don’t understand it the 

first time, I figure I probably won’t understand it. So I work hard to a point until I 

just get so confused that I can’t really do anything. 

When Jenny did not understand something, she had the tendency to give up. She does not 

have a forceful personality, so she did not ask many questions. When given the 

opportunity, Jenny might ask a peer for quiet and private help, but usually not until later. 

When she did this, she sought only enough help to complete the assignment. 

“Getting lost” in class often, Jenny pretended to work when she could get away 

with it. During one of my observations, I watched her do this in her gifted science class. 

While her teacher was using the overhead projector to show the class how to determine 

where the epicenter of an earthquake was located using complicated calculations and a 

drawing compass, Jenny was hiding her yawns behind her worksheet. After the teacher 
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was through explaining how to make the calculations, she worked out a problem with the 

class. Going through the process one step at a time, the teacher asked the class questions 

and elicited choral answers from them. Jenny was careful not to make eye contact with 

the teacher while not calling out answers to the questions either. I asked Jenny later what 

she was doing during the teacher’s explanation. She told me that she was “…completely 

lost.” She had been feigning competence and pretending to pay attention.  

Jenny’s lack of confidence placed the learning aspect of some school lessons 

outside of her perceived locus of control. She used some coping mechanisms to deal with 

her confidence issues after-the-fact, but disabled her learning in the meantime. In Jenny’s 

case, lessons that were too difficult may have turned her off completely, but lessons that 

were too easy did not lead to her engagement either.  

John: …what do you do with an easy lesson? 

Jenny: Just write down whatever answer comes in my head first…you usually don’t 

really have to think as much for easy things. But easy lessons are also kind of 

boring because you don’t really do anything. You already know it and stuff. 

Missy, Bob, and Greg had fewer confidence issues than Jenny. These issues did not 

appear to have a strong influence on their motivation to engage in learning when they 

were faced with difficult content. In their minds, their locus of control issues were not 

only outside their realm of control, they were completely unrelated to their own minds 

and abilities. 

It’s Not My Fault: Part I 

  In various situations, Missy, Bob, and Greg were willing to blame the teacher for 

their perceived failures. Verification of these comments was impossible—but also 
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completely unnecessary and not related to the purposes of this study. Their perceptions of 

their failures were the reasons for their subsequent comments and actions. 

Missy: One time I did get a “U” but that’s because my teacher lost some of my work 

when I turned it in so I was – that was – I told my parents that and they 

understood. 

Missy simply blamed her teacher for her failure. She had described this class earlier as 

“boring class, but it was okay.” Missy was not highly motivated in this class to begin 

with, but she felt that her efforts were strong enough to merit a passing grade. Relatively 

speaking, this class was more motivating to her than her (perceived awful) social studies 

class. She indicated to me that her efforts had not been her best before this incident, and 

that she became discouraged from working harder in the future. In other words, she saw it 

as situational. It lessened her motivation in this particular class, but not in the long-term. 

She still felt that her strong abilities in language arts were fairly stable. 

It’s Not My Fault: Part II  

Bob indicated to me that one of his earlier middle school math classes had been 

one of his most difficult and least favorite classes of his entire school career. Bob 

perceived a personality conflict with his teacher, and his frustration with her led to a lack 

of engagement. This lack of engagement was at least partially responsible for Bob’s lack 

of understanding.  

Bob: The last couple of years the math is harder. Like seventh grade, I think that’s 

probably the hardest math, learning the new algebra and stuff. But this year it’s a 

lot easier because it’s pretty much a review of everything, just a few new things in 

it.  
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John: So when you were learning the new algebra concepts, how frustrated did you get? 

Bob: I got pretty frustrated. And I had an isolation seat because I’d always want to talk 

to someone next to me. So I sat by myself. And sitting by myself, my grade went 

up a few points. Just, I guess I paid more attention where I was sitting. 

Bob’s problem began with a poor student-teacher relationship. Bob’s effort suffered from 

his perception of this relationship, leading to boredom and eventually behavioral issues. 

Once his behavioral issues were cleared up, Bob found himself behind and perceived 

himself unable to understand the content. Bob perceived that his inability to understand 

the math concepts was out of his control, leading to more behavioral issues and weaker 

self efficacy in math. For Bob, the climate of his math classroom led him down the 

slippery slope from lack of engagement to lack of understanding, to poor grades and to 

eventual disciplinary issues. Though I could have placed this excerpt in the classroom 

climate category, Bob’s perception of an external locus of control is the hub linking the 

classroom climate to lack of motivation and disciplinary issues.  

Competition and Self Efficacy  

Both Bob and Greg appeared to thrive on vicarious competition with others. They 

appeared to feel better about themselves when they perceived their outcomes on projects, 

test grades, and final averages to be better than the other students’. Greg used his 

competitive nature to motivate him to become what he perceived to be “better” than the 

other students. When a situation Greg identified as competitive arose, he attempted to 

win so he could gain recognition and distinguish himself from the rest of the pack. Greg 

was consistently more open than Bob about his desire to be better than the rest. In order 

for students to know where they stand, most of the teachers at Broken Arrow regularly 
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post computerized spreadsheets listing student grades (by student number) on the 

classroom wall. After lunch one day as students were streaming back into the room, I 

stapled Greg’s class roster on the wall with their accompanying grades. When Greg 

noticed that I was posting the latest grades, he made a beeline to the bulletin board. After 

he checked his own assignments and average for accuracy, I observed Greg move his 

finger up and down the list of anonymous student averages. After a few moments, he 

smiled, held his hands high in the air, and exclaimed that he had the best current grade in 

the class. When he looked in my direction and noticed I had heard him, he gave me the 

thumbs up. Bob’s sense of competition was more subtle than Greg’s, but no less potent.  

John: Tell me about the kind of assignment that brings out the best in you. 

Bob: Usually things with posters and you put things on it and stuff. That makes me 

want to do it because I look at it when I’m done and I’m like, “Oh, I did this 

good.” So I like that. 

John: Okay. “I did this good” makes you feel how? 

Bob: It makes me feel good that I did it and I can do better than other people at it. 

Bob was motivated to work harder on his projects because he knew that everyone would 

see them. Judging other students’ projects, Bob commented to me that some students 

should be embarrassed by their work.  

Bob told me that feeling good about high-quality work was not always based 

upon competition. In math during his eighth grade year, he had been motivated to work 

harder and learn the content because he felt like he could (internal locus-of-control). It 

made him “feel better” when he was able to illustrate that he had an understanding of the 

content.  
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Relevance-Content Value 

Independent of the influence from other categories, content value had little 

influence on student motivation. While there were a few occasions when the content itself 

appeared to motivate my participants to engage in learning, they were few and far 

between. Every one of my participants was essentially a disbeliever in the intrinsic value 

of the content they were learning in school. Regardless of my approach during the 

investigation of this phenomenon, the answers were similar. My participants perceived 

little in the way of authentic intrinsic content relevance for any subject. This section will 

be divided into the following sections: concrete relevance, extrinsic relevance, concrete 

relevance (Part II), and personal experience. 

Concrete Relevance  

During my interviews, I asked each student to describe the importance, 

significance, and value of any content they were learning in school. Approaching the 

topic from a variety of positions, my participants were consistent with their answers. On 

the surface at least, my participants appeared to perceive the subjects of math and 

language arts as most relevant. Missy, Jenny, and Greg said that science might be 

relevant. Bob disagreed, making unenthusiastic comments about science content on a 

number of occasions. Only Jenny generally indicated that social studies had any overt 

authenticity or significance to her life. 

Bob: …in science we’re learning about minerals and rocks and volcanoes which isn’t 

something you really need to know that much about. 

The participants perceived that much of the content they are learning in school has little 

overt value to them. When describing the relevance of content in school, students shied 
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away from authentic intrinsic relevance, and preferred to concentrate on how it might 

help them in the future.  

Jenny: Probably the language arts the most. And a little bit of math, but I think that most 

of the math that we learned a long time ago is what I’ll probably use more than 

what we’re learning now, because I don’t see how equations could help you with 

what you’re going to be using in the future. And maybe a little bit of science, but 

not as much. So probably mostly language arts. 

John: Okay. What aspects of language arts? 

Jenny: Probably spelling and stuff because you have to write a lot of papers in high 

school and college and probably the vocabulary. 

John: How about beyond college? 

Jenny: Yeah, you’ll probably use a lot of vocabulary and stuff after college. It depends 

on what jobs you have, I guess, depending on what you use. Because you might 

need a lot of the punctuation and grammar and things like that if you have a 

writing job, like in the newspaper or something. 

Though she mentioned science off-handedly, Jenny’s main focus was language arts and 

basic math skills. Bob agreed with her. 

 Bob: Mostly probably the math and language arts… 

Both Bob and Jenny described math and language arts as relevant to their futures, and 

both concentrated on elementary skills like vocabulary, spelling, and grammar. Though 

they answered my questions with regard to this topic, their perceptions held little 

motivational water. Greg was the only one whose motivation to learn was drastically 
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influenced by his perception that using content in the future made it important to learn. 

The next section focuses upon this aspect of Greg’s motivation to learn. 

Extrinsic Relevance  

Greg’s strong performance orientation and his relentless pursuit of the future 

through present-day success helped to create his perception that school content was 

relevant. Unlike Bob and Missy, this relevance did contribute to his overall motivation to 

engage in learning. 

Greg: Information? Probably – I know people have said the most important classes are 

math and science or science and language arts. One of those two. And so basically 

you have to just like remember all your information that you’ve remembered from 

the previous years in all subjects. 

John: How about skills? 

Greg: Probably test-taking skills, reading skills, mathematics. 

Greg’s perception of school content as valuable and relevant was almost exclusively 

extrinsic. His faith in the system along with his clear focus on the future were unlike any 

of the other three participants. Like the others, Jenny had some vague possibilities that 

she was considering for long-term career goals, but nothing solid at this point. Her 

perception of algebra’s lack of value contradicted with some of the careers I had heard 

her mention. I asked her to tell me more about how much thought she had put into her 

future.  

Jenny: …I thought being an architect would fun, but then I thought about the math that 

you have to do and I was like, no. I think I’m going to scratch out that idea. So, I 
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don’t know. I probably wouldn’t go into that. So I’ll probably do something that 

wouldn’t take as much math skills just because I don’t think they’re very fun… 

Though long-term goals were virtually meaningless motivation for the adolescent Jenny, 

short-term extrinsic factors did contribute to Jenny’s unwillingness to put forth the effort 

needed to understand a lesson. While Jenny was discussing her lack of engagement in a 

very difficult assignment in her academic enrichment science class, I tried to find out 

how her teacher might influence her effort. 

Jenny: But see, they’re kind of not really – it’s not really a class. They just hand out 

worksheets and you do it the whole time. So there’s not – she won’t really answer 

your question. And it’s not for a grade, really. It’s just kind of extra points, 

maybe. I’m not sure how she adds it all up. 

John: Is that important? 

Jenny: I don’t think they’re that important, so I don’t spend a lot of time trying to do it. 

John: No, the fact that she doesn’t – you’re not even sure how these things factor into 

your grades. Is that important? 

Jenny: No. Because if I don’t know how – I don’t think it costs that much -- I mean, not 

costs. I don’t think that it really brings up or down your grade any. So I guess if it 

was a big part of it, then I’d probably try to spend more time on it. But I don’t. 

Jenny’s perception that that the assignment had little short-term extrinsic value was 

implied by her comment, “I don’t think that it really brings up or down your grade any.” 

Jenny also signified that she perceived little intrinsic value when she said, “I don’t think 

they’re that important.” Combined, the lack of intrinsic value and extrinsic value led to 

Jenny’s choice not to engage. 
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Concrete Relevance: Part II  

Through the years, students hear adults espouse reasons why certain children 

should “do” certain things or “learn” others. Some concrete comments made by Jenny 

and Missy show that they might have been listening to the adults, but their judgments 

held little water. When I asked Jenny about some relevant content she was learning in 

school, she responded with a statement about the United States Constitution. 

Jenny: Well, I’m not really sure if anything important that we’re learning right now. 

Maybe the Constitution. I guess that’s kind of important because if you got 

arrested or something, you might want to know your rights. So I guess that’s 

pretty important, to know your rights and things like that.  

My beliefs are strong that American children should become familiar with their 

Constitutional rights, and I feel certain that this attitude comes across to my students. 

Jenny’s comments show a rudimentary understanding of this, but nothing more. Missy 

talked about science content in much the same way.  

Missy: It’s interesting, seeing as how I like—I mean, I just think it’s interesting. So that 

way you know what you’re looking at if you pick up a rock some day. You know, 

knowing somebody else, you might pick up a rock and throw it away and it might 

have been something important. 

Missy’s science teacher strongly encouraged students to search for the importance of the 

content she was teaching them. Missy and Jenny’s comments together show that they 

were searching for the relevance, but may need more guidance. 
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Personal Experience  

Though only Jenny even offhandedly recognized social studies formally as a class 

that teaches intrinsically valuable content, when the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks 

occurred, all four participants recognized social studies as the class where it should be 

discussed. Bob shared that he had completed a social studies report on Afghanistan in the 

year previous to the attacks and hadn’t thought it was a very important or relevant place 

to study. In the wake of September 11, Bob could not satisfy his thirst for related 

information. The comparison between the two time frames and the intervening events 

cannot be understated. 

Bob: Because all the stuff that’s going on with that country, I’d like to learn more about 

it so I know what they’re talking about…I wasn’t very interested in Afghanistan 

[last year] due to the fact that it didn’t influence me at all. 

Greg shared the same sentiments with me. The personal experience and relevance of the 

content related to Afghanistan and the Muslim world created interest that was absent 

before the attacks. 

Greg: …it [the September 11 attacks] was just a really, really interesting subject. If it’s a 

really, really interesting subject, I just focus really hard…It was going on in our 

nation as we were talking about it and it wasn’t past. It was present. 

Both boys’ comments concerning the attacks were related to the student interest category. 

Bob and Greg’s personal experiences created emotional relevance to the topic. This 

emotional relevance in turn created content value, which had a strong influence upon 

their motivation to engage in learning about the various factors related to it. 
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Student Interest vs. Disinterest 

 Once classroom climate was accounted for, student interest was the most 

important influence on Bob, Missy, and Jenny’s decisions to engage in learning. Greg 

had a different perspective on this, but interest in a topic strongly influenced his 

willingness to engage in learning as well. While my participants were willing to relate 

various unmotivating teaching methods, they were eager to describe numerous methods 

that their teachers had used to gain and maintain their interest. This section will focus 

upon teaching methods. After a short subsection describing disinterest and boredom, it 

will be generally broken down into two larger subsections: teaching methods that allow 

students to be more passive in class, and teaching methods that encourage students to be 

more active in their learning. Each of these subsections will be broken down into smaller 

subdivisions. Passive learning will be subdivided into textbooks and worksheets, while 

active learning will be subdivided into simulations, hands-on activities, games, and group 

work. 

Disinterest and Boredom  

My participants spoke of boredom in school more often than they did of being 

interested and excited. The state of boredom negatively influenced my participants’ 

motivation to engage in their own learning, but did not cause a lack of motivation. In 

actuality, boredom was a state of mind resulting from disinterest that was based upon a 

variety of situational sources. Among these sources were a combination of classroom 

climate, having their needs ignored, lack of value and relevance, and teaching methods.  

Classroom climate was a major influence on Jenny, Missy, and Bob’s state of 

mind. Each of these students related experiences that illustrated how their perception of 
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various aspects of negative classroom climate influenced their desire to engage in 

learning. When these students became disengaged in the learning process at school, they 

quickly became bored. Throughout data collection, boredom was a word used often to 

describe their state of mind during negative classroom experiences. 

If an appropriate classroom climate was accounted for, all four participants were 

prepared for learning. It appears that most of their student needs could be accounted for 

through either the classroom climate or the teaching methods, while the students’ 

perception of the content’s relevance can be accounted for in the teaching methods as 

well. Throughout data collection, all four students expressed their belief that poor 

teaching methods were at the core of their boredom. During the group interview, all of 

them sensed that this was the last time their viewpoints would be formally heard.  

 John: …What suggestions do you have for teachers who wish to motivate their 

students? 

Bob: Don’t make it so boring. 

John: How would you go about not making it boring? Any of you. 

Greg: Just the fact that—interactive activities. 

John: Such as? 

Bob: Science labs. They aren’t always fun but better than some of the stuff we do. 

Jenny: Like my science teacher, usually she’ll read stuff right out of the book or from 

notes she takes before we start class. And I think that is really, really boring… 

Bob: One thing you could do is rather than just speaking about rocks, that’s what we’re 

studying, and that’s not really much excitement there so since it’s already so 

boring, you don’t want to just talk about it the whole time. You want to do some 
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stuff with it like do labs to identify the rocks. That’s not all that great, but it’s 

better than sitting there talking about rocks, minerals and soil. 

Jenny: I agree with Bob. 

John: How about you? 

Missy: I agree with everything that they’ve said. 

All four participants were passionately opposed to passive learning methods, claiming to 

be bored by them. All of them were avid supporters of methods that allowed them to be 

active; claiming they were provided excitement and/or fun. While participants were 

brainstorming teaching methods that they find to be motivating, Missy sent a more 

general message. 

Missy: I think that if you do like a variety of lessons, like each day, then, you know, 

instead of just doing like notes every single day, then, you know, that way they’ll 

have like something different coming out of each day and they won’t get bored by 

it. 

Greg: If I was teaching the subjects, I would do bookwork sometimes, but I would not 

do bookwork all the time because that just makes the kids like go to sleep and 

everything. You have to do some type of activity like hands-on or like some sort 

of game or movie. 

All four participants indicated mature understanding that teachers would likely be unable 

to provide exciting lessons for their students every minute of every school day. Missy and 

Greg provide reasonable suggestions. They claim that, in order to maintain student 

interest, a teacher needs to vary the type of assignment. The rest of this chapter is devoted 
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to illustrating specific aspects of passive learning and active learning that my participants 

found to be unmotivating and motivating.  

Passive Learning  

All four participants discussed different aspects of lessons that were more passive 

in nature that disengaged them. During one observation, I watched Jenny yawn behind 

her paper while the teacher offered notes from an overhead projector. I observed Bob 

making faces while his math teacher worked through math problems. Missy provided me 

with her old notebook from her hated social studies class, and I noted that most pages had 

multiple pictures doodled on them. Greg claimed that teachers could “just about put me 

to sleep” when teachers assigned textbook work consistently and for long periods of time. 

Though I observed a disengaged Bob, Missy, and Jenny taking passive notes, and Jenny 

specifically described note taking as a boring activity, the two most common lessons my 

participants associated with passive learning were textbook work and worksheets. 

Textbooks. Both Bob and Greg said that they had shorter attention spans when 

teachers assigned textbook work, and both indicated that other methods were preferable 

to textbooks. Greg pointed out to me that he had a more difficult time concentrating on 

textbooks. Bob and Jenny were the most vocal about the negative impact textbooks had 

on their willingness to engage in learning, but all four students expressed a strong dislike 

for this medium. 

Jenny: …I don’t like book work and most of the time I just put down whatever a quick 

answer is. I don’t spend time working on it or anything…[I] Just write down 

whatever answers in the book, I guess. I don’t – usually I just go back and look 
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and find an answer, instead of trying to think of -- actually think of what I’ve 

learned and stuff. Just put down whatever answer I can find in the book. 

Jenny told me that textbooks do not require a whole lot of thinking, and that she is 

encouraged to work below her grade level when answering the basic questions at the back 

of each section and chapter review. 

Bob told me that textbook assignments brought out the worst in him. He is clearly 

disengaged from learning during textbook assignments. He told me that, “I’ll just be 

looking at the words rather than actually reading it.” Why?  

Bob: They’re just incredibly boring and I can’t really do much with them so all you do 

is read them. I don’t really absorb much information from them…I don’t like to 

do that, so I don’t really work that hard on it…But I’ll still do it. I just don’t really 

want to. 

These are Bob’s ways of saying that, during this type of assignment, he is not engaged in 

learning—his focus has denigrated to an exclusively performance oriented lesson 

(Dweck, 1989). Bob wants to finish the “boring” assignment as quickly as possible, 

usually without learning. Jenny agreed with Bob. She claims that textbooks do not have 

enough detail, and that makes them dull. 

Jenny: It’s just books, I guess. Because I don’t think books teach very well because I 

don’t think they go into as much detail. They usually just give you the little, tiny 

main things. But most of the time if you just get from other sources or you just 

talk in front of the class and don’t read out of the book, then you get more details 

and understand it better. 
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Jenny and Missy suggested that teachers seek alternative sources for their students in 

order to prevent boredom. They suggested that teachers utilize novels (fiction or non-

fiction), magazine articles, computer programs, and the Internet. They were not 

suggesting that textbooks be eliminated completely, just used more wisely. 

Worksheets. All four participants disparaged worksheets as boring and useless 

activities. Minimal effort to complete them was usually described by the students. Jenny 

told me several times that she would finish worksheets quickly then pretend to continue 

working—especially when she expected the teacher to provide finished students with 

more worksheets. 

Jenny: Math was really boring because we would have to sit there for two hours straight 

doing worksheets and we didn’t get to talk a lot or get in trouble. And she, if she 

talks, it wasn’t very much. So most of the time it was just work out of the book or 

worksheets. 

Greg agreed with Jenny, indicating that he had a difficult time concentrating on 

worksheets. In fact, the lack of interaction between teacher and student was disturbing to 

him. 

Greg: I don’t think they’re [worksheets] very effective, just for various reasons like 

they’re not a very fun way to learn it and they’re just not a very good way because 

the teacher’s not talking to you. They’re just giving you worksheets to learn it 

from the worksheets, not from them. Which they’re supposed to be doing. And 

they’re the ones who really get it, not the worksheets. 
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On the whole, all of my participants told me that worksheets were one of the most 

unmotivating methods of learning. They perceived worksheets as mindless, and claimed 

that they did not lead to learning. 

Active Learning 

 Each of the four students indicated that becoming involved in their own learning 

was more likely when they had the opportunity to interact. Sometimes the interactions 

were physical, while other times they were virtual. In any case, I have broken down the 

types of active learning into four subdivisions: simulations, hands-on activities, games, 

and group work.  

Simulations. Physical activity, actual involvement in an activity that includes 

interaction with others (or a computer simulation) who are also physically involved in the 

activity was a strong motivating factor for each student. The physical activities that each 

student shared with me usually included interaction that forced them to work 

cooperatively with others and to act upon informed thoughts. Once the students acted, 

they were usually faced with immediate feedback based upon their first decision. 

Students learned from the immediate feedback and were forced to think on their feet. 

Greg described a field trip that he claimed to have enjoyed. It was especially meaningful 

because of the content it covered. Greg had earlier described his dislike for science 

content.  

Greg: …And then probably my favorite field trip would be in sixth grade and we went 

to the Museum in North Carolina…we got to like pretend we were in a space 

shuttle and be actually the person in the space shuttle directing it. They gave a 
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certain job to each of us…The work, I hate the work in science because either we 

just do worksheets or we do chapter reviews usually as our work, or take tests. 

It was not the science content that Greg disliked, but the “boring” activities his teachers 

had chosen to teach with. Bob had similar experiences.  

Bob:  My absolute favorite I can remember was Frontier vs. European style warfare. 

And in science I like to do all the experiments.  

Bob: Yeah. We did frontier versus European style warfare. First we just did European. 

We threw Wiffle balls at each other. And then we went up into this little area of 

pine trees as the frontier people and the rest of them marched like the Europeans 

would. And it taught us how the frontier people had more of an advantage, even 

though they weren’t organized, over the Europeans. And that taught us a lot about 

Lexington and Concord. Once we got to that, we realized that’s what they [the 

colonists] did…I’ll remember it pretty well because I had fun doing that. And just 

the fact that it was fun, it makes me remember when we did it. And I also 

remember what information we’re getting from it. So it makes it fun. 

During our group interview, Bob talked about this lesson again. This time he became 

more descriptive in how it helps him to learn. 

Bob: …And when they’re talking about that [frontier style warfare] in the book they 

don’t actually say that the frontier [fighters] would guerilla fight…But when we 

went out there and the frontier people went in the woods and the European team 

walked by, the frontier people had a lot bigger advantage than walking in straight 

lines. The frontier could just shoot at them without standing in lines. 
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Jenny agreed with Bob, and followed up his comments with a more generalized statement 

that was intended to explain what Bob meant. 

Jenny: I think you learn better when you do interactive things with learning. So, I mean, 

you can still read it out of the book, but then if you actually do it in real life, I 

think you’ll remember it more. 

Without exception, all four participants claimed to have been actively involved in 

learning during every activity that incorporated active learning. They consistently 

asserted that simulations were the most motivating teaching methods. My observations 

concurred with these statements. 

Hands-on activities. All of the participants discussed using their hands in their 

learning as motivating. Greg was less concerned with using his hands than the others, but 

claimed that if an activity was fun then he would be motivated to work on it. Science was 

the most commonly discussed class where students were given the opportunity to work 

with their hands in lab conditions. In science classes where hands-on activities were 

absent, the participants were more disparaging of the content and to the class as a whole. 

When opportunities to use their hands were present, they perceived the class to be fun. 

Missy, Bob, and Greg smiled, laughed, and shared stories about a recent science lab on 

erosion that incorporated using their hands. Meanwhile, Jenny complained that her 

separate gifted science class was boring because they were “always taking notes and 

working out of the book.”  

Games. Greg was a willing student for most activities, but became more energized 

when “the fun factor” was added. Greg told me about several games (Family Feud, Who 

Wants to be a Millionaire, Jeopardy, and The Weakest Link) that he had played during 
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his middle school career. He said that games get him thinking about the content when the 

lesson is in the form of a game. He was the most competitive student in the group of four, 

and claimed that the excitement and interaction involved in playing cooperative and 

competitive games in class motivated him to become sharper.  

Greg: One of the games, for example, would be Jeopardy. And that would be a lot of fun 

because we get really involved. We’d have two separate teams and basically we’d 

go side-to-side and get the answers. And if you got it right, you get the amount of 

points on the board. We’d have like five categories and then a separate category, 

which could be anything from the past or like from a TV show, for all we’d know.  

John: When you’re playing a game like Jeopardy, what’s going through your mind 

while the questions are being asked? 

Greg: I’ve got to be the first to answer it…we get to be – we can put more into the 

game. We can like – our whole group could like – I don’t know how to word this. 

But we’d be more into the game. And I’d be more into the games than the 

worksheets. 

While Greg discussed games as a teaching method, he favorably compared them to 

worksheets. Throughout their comments all of the participants used textbooks and 

worksheets as examples of passive learning. Bob described how games had been used to 

make textbook lessons more interactive.  

Bob: …We’ve used certain games like Jeopardy or Who Wants to be a Millionaire, 

where we write down our own questions [created for the game by students from 

textbook passages] and when we’re writing them down, we get the answers [from 

the textbook] to the questions. And then when we’re playing the game [using 
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student-created questions] and you hear people saying the questions and answers, 

you get it more if it’s a game…It keeps your attention and it makes it more fun to 

learn about it. But during a game, you don’t usually let your attention go away. 

John: I see. And before the game starts, while you’re actually looking through the 

textbook, knowing that the game is going to happen later, do you do anything 

different with the textbook? 

Bob: Yeah. I’ll try and get good questions so if I get to read the questions off, it will 

make it more fun for the people that are answering the questions, make it a little 

harder. And just the fact that we’re going to play a game with all the questions, I 

like to get good questions. 

John: Knowing that you might be a contestant in the game, do you have to know 

something more about the textbook than you would, say, outlining it or 

something? 

Bob: Yeah. I’d probably go more into what it’s saying if I’m going to be a contestant 

because people like to make the questions really hard, so knowing that I might be 

a contestant, I’ll read it through real well so I’ll be able to do real well as a 

contestant…I’ll get it more that way rather than just reading it and nothing fun 

about it. 

Games stirred the competitive juices of both Greg and Bob. Jenny and Missy also 

claimed to have been “excited” by the game format. Like Greg and Bob, Missy tended to 

seek the leadership roles whenever possible. Consistent with her tendency to want to 

blend in, Jenny preferred to play an involved but quiet role in the games. She often sat 

close to the team captain and whispered answers in the captain’s ear rather than have 
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attention focused on herself. Games did not necessarily need to be competitive to gain 

every participant’s attention. Missy described being interested in a computer-assisted 

game. 

Missy: And we went to the computer lab and we did this fun little game. And it was 

about – it maybe took about two, three days. It was called – they were 

AfricaQuest, AsiaQuest and I think it was Quest to Europe. But I’m not sure. 

Anyhow. So we did those and you had—they came up with questions and you had 

to answer the questions as you read along and you learned about like the Middle 

East or Egypt or whatever. 

John: How does that compare to working out of a textbook or working along with 

other— 

Missy: It gets you interested. It gets interesting. Because I mean they’d have like some 

gross stuff and then they’d like – now, some kids, I mean, they’d want to read 

along, you know, to get to learn more. And sometimes there would be like cool 

stuff. Like – it was just, it was neat…they’d always have these little mystery 

things and you’d have to go in there and you’d have to see if you could guess 

what it was. And then if you scrolled down, it’d tell you about what it was and 

then it’d go into facts about what it was. It was neat. Because then they’d have 

like this little quiz or something and then – it was interesting. 

Like Greg, Missy claimed to be interested by the interactive nature of the game. In her 

case, it was not always about competition, but the method of presentation was perceived 

as fun. Missy became willing to scroll down the screen and learn more about the 
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“mystery things” by reading—something she laughed at when I asked her if she would do 

that with a traditional textbook based lesson. 

Group work. The social aspect of group work appeared to lead to interest in most 

cases. It also fostered social constructivist learning for Jenny, Bob, and Missy. I 

approached this topic during our group interview session. 

Bob: …[the] good thing about group work is sometimes one person in a group will see 

something the rest of them don’t. And when they see that, the rest of the group 

probably gets it a lot more than they did because of this one person. And when 

you put them all together, you all learn something that someone else knew, but 

you didn’t. 

John: Uh huh. 

Bob: So that works out pretty good. 

Jenny: I like it when we have a variety of different choices that we can do for the project, 

even if it is just on one subject. Like when we were doing volcanoes or 

something, like the artsy type people, they could do like a model. But the people 

that like to write, they could just like do a report. 

Bob: Like when you have a bunch of different things for one subject, then you just take 

groups and then just putting it altogether with each group doing part of the work, 

of course then there’s certain causes of the Civil War, that works a lot better than 

each group doing the same thing and listening to group after group share the same 

stuff. It’s not really exciting. It’s a lot better when you have different things. 

Greg: I agree on what Bob said.  

Jenny: So do I. 
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Missy: Same. 

The participants generally agreed that group work led to positive and motivating learning 

experiences. On the other hand, both Bob and Jenny had earlier described bad 

experiences with group work. In addition, Greg maintained that he was concerned with 

the effect group work might have on his grades. The almost universal agreement on the 

negative aspects of grouping made it extremely important to follow up. With all of the 

question marks, I decided that this was a valuable concept to probe during the group 

interview. The responses came fast and furious.  

Missy: This year we did a project and I had—there was two guys and three girls. Me and 

my friend did like all the work and then the two guys were always goofing off, 

playing around, and the other girl was sitting there watching them, laughing at 

them. And she had like hardly any part in it. So we went up and asked the teacher 

if we could just go ahead and just break off from the group because we were just 

like so mad that we were doing all the work but yet they were getting graded on it. 

Bob: Even if there is two students out of a group of four that’s doing—that are really 

good students and doing the work, if we have to present it, still our grade is going 

to go down because the other two students have to participate and then when 

they’re presenting some information, they don’t know what they’re talking about 

and they aren’t sure what to say. So it makes it a lot harder. 

Greg: I agree on that idea which Missy said because I had a math project last year where 

our teacher picked the groups and that’s basically what she said. We had like 

three people in your group and two people did it and one person just sat out and 

just did nothing. 



 294 

Jenny: Usually when they sit out, I don’t think that people really want them in their 

group anymore. If they have to do another project, they really hope that they don’t 

get them because it’s really hard for—because it’s frustrating when they don’t do 

anything and you feel like you’ve got all the work put on you.  

Bob: And then they still get the same grade you do, since it’s a group. They all get the 

same grade usually. Unless the teacher sees them not participating, then their 

grade usually goes down. 

Missy: We just got through with this project in orchestra where we did a group with our 

sections. And for the—see, I play the viola and see, for the viola section it’s really 

difficult because there’s these two girls and they’re like best friends and they 

like—they sometimes, they get on my nerves because we were doing the project 

and they would, they said that they’d do their own thing and they would do a 

poster and then we would do our own little PowerPoint presentation. Well, it 

ended up that their poster was the worst project that the teacher laughed at it. So 

they were hoping that I had put the names on the project so that way they could 

get the grade. And they said that they did work, too, but I was just like, “No, y’all 

didn’t.” And so they got the grade for the poster and, which the teacher was very 

generous. And me and my stand partner, we got like—like, she really liked it. She 

wished that the class would have gotten a chance to see it. But we had to walk up 

to her and just say that they had no part in our project. They had nothing to do 

with it. So… 

The existence of passive participants in group work was clearly a phenomenon shared by 

all four students. In addition to the formal interviews, I had spoken to all of them 
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informally about the issue. Both Jenny and Bob had indicated to me that they had been 

the passive partners on some occasions. When I followed up on this during the group 

interview, I was not expecting the reaction I received. 

John: How about the times when you might have been one of the passive partners? 

Jenny: Sometimes when I don’t understand the project and you’ve got the extremely 

smart person in your group, it’s kind of hard to get into it when they have—like 

they won’t let you talk. And then you kind of sit out and you don’t know how to 

help because it’s going right over your head and if you try to say something, 

they’ll think, “Well, that’s really stupid.” And you just kind of sit out. 

Bob: If, like some people may think that you’re pretty dumb and if it’s really smart 

people. And then you try to get in to work with the project and they’re like, “Oh, 

you’re stupid. Don’t say anything!” And then so I just sit there and then they do 

the project. And then, okay. 

John: I was going to say, I see Greg nodding his head over there. 

Greg: Agreeing on what Bob said. I agree with what he said because sometimes you 

have—I mean, sometimes you have two friends and then you’re like the lone one 

out and they think you’re stupid, like Bob said. And then they don’t even let you 

work on the project. They think like he said, they won’t let you talk and give 

information to them even if you found some. 

Bob: And other times, if you want to start working on it, they sometimes get mad and 

just say, “Fine, you do it.” And then I’ll just start doing it and they’ll just sit there. 

It just switches off. 

John: Okay. So it doesn’t necessarily have to do with intelligence then? 
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Bob: No. 

John: It’s the interaction between the students/ 

Greg: Yeah. 

Bob: When the teacher makes up the groups, just picks random people, usually it just 

happens to always be someone I don’t like. And either they’ll leave me out or I’ll 

leave them out sometimes. 

John: Let the record show that everybody was nodding except Greg who was about to 

say something anyway. 

Greg: Okay. On when the teachers pick the groups, they pick them and by rating their 

level of intelligence that they think the other people like, they go by—I think they 

go by grades when they pick the groups that they’ve got on another assignment or 

they’ve worked on before. And I think they try and put like one extremely smart 

person that understands it, one like mid-class and one lower class person that 

understands it – that doesn’t understand it. 

Bob: I would agree with that sometimes, but just the fact that looking at grades and 

then putting the groups together, sometimes it seems that way, but I don’t think 

they ever actually do that. 

Jenny: I think that when the teachers put the groups together, I think they also do it by 

how the kids act in class. Because usually they’ll try to have one really good 

person that sits and listens, too. And I think that when you’re in groups with your 

friends and the teachers don’t pick, then everybody does the work and you don’t 

have people left out. 

Greg: Agree.  
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Bob: When the teacher doesn’t like to let the students pick the groups— 

John: Uh huh. 

Bob: Because they think we’re all going to pick our friends and then just goof off— 

John: Uh huh. 

Bob: But usually I notice when we have group presentations, it works out a lot better 

when it’s your friends because then you get to interact with your friends and then 

you start doing more work. 

This interplay between the participants illustrates how classroom climate, student needs, 

and student efficacy interact with one another to create interest. All four students stated 

that group work was generally a positive and motivating experience for them. Their 

social and social constructivist needs could be met through group work. All four of them 

also claimed that there were times when the politics involved in group work led to one or 

more members shutting down.  

Their strongest complaint was teachers’ assigning groups rather than trusting 

students to do it themselves. Their insightful attempts to figure out why teachers insist on 

assigning students to groups (according to ability level, personality, or student behavior) 

showed that they had pondered this before. Autonomy aside, the meaning behind their 

concern over this issue settled on the most important aspect of classroom climate: mutual 

respect. Speaking openly, the students perceived that their teachers did not trust the 

students’ judgment when assigning groups. 

Chapter Summary 

 This chapter cross-analyzed the perceptions and school experiences of Jenny, 

Missy, Bob, and Greg. Starting out with comparisons of their epistemological beliefs and 
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achievement orientations, I compared and contrasted their perceptions and experiences on 

five other topics: Classroom Climate, Perceived Student Needs, Locus of Control-Student 

Efficacy, Relevance or Content Value, and Student Interest vs. Disinterest. The students’ 

orientations to achievement each contained contrasting characteristics, with Greg leaning 

strongest in any one direction (performance orientation).  

The only motivational category that appeared to have a strong influence upon all 

four participants was student interest. Classroom climate had little influence on Greg’s 

willingness to learn, but was probably the most important situational characteristic for 

each of the other three. Each participant had some similar as well as some unique student 

needs, though each influence on the individuals varied. Students’ confidence, whether it 

be stable (long-term) or situational (short-term), were important in determining their 

willingness to engage in learning. Since these levels varied from participant to participant 

and situation to situation, the motivational influence was also varied. Perhaps the most 

ineffective concept was content value. Each student appeared to find their own reasons 

for “valuing” content, with most of these reasons being extrinsic or external in nature.



 

 

CHAPTER IX 

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

Introduction 

This research adds to the literature by illustrating in-depth and meaningful data 

that have been derived from my participants’ exclusive perceptions of motivating and 

non-motivating school experiences as viewed through the lens of my conceptual 

framework. This study advances theory by offering researchers four case studies and a 

cross-case analysis as examples of an alternative method for categorizing and analyzing 

the various facets of student motivation. The findings of this study can be considered 

generalizable to the extent that those who read it might recognize and transfer certain 

qualities, characteristics, and concepts from the individual case studies and/or the cross-

case analysis to their own perceptual experiences. This final chapter explains how the 

data obtained and analyzed answered my original research question, discusses my current 

views, makes suggestions for future research, and discusses the implications for middle 

school teachers.   

Answer to Research Question  

I believe that my research question, “What are middle school students’ reasons for 

choosing to engage or not to engage in their own learning in school?” has been answered 

thoroughly during the course of this study. The grounds for individual and situational 

choices on whether or not to engage in learning were provided by my participants and 
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told through their perceptual experiences. The reasons for these choices were 

multifaceted and varied.  

The data were broken down into five general motivational categories during 

chapters four through seven. In chapter eight, I included an extra section to cross-analyze 

the participants’ epistemologies and orientations to achievement. It is appropriate to 

present the complex answer to the seemingly simple research question in much the same 

way. This section will be subdivided into five sections: Classroom Climate, Student 

Needs, Locus of Control-Self Efficacy, Relevance-Content Value, and Student Interest 

vs. Disinterest. I will weave the individual epistemologies and orientations to 

achievement through each of these. At the end of this section, I have included a table to 

summarize each participant’s reasons for engaging in learning and a table to summarize 

each participant’s reasons for choosing not to engage in learning. 

Classroom Climate 

 Throughout the course of the study, the data consistently showed that classroom 

climate was a strong indicator of Jenny, Missy, and Bob’s willingness to engage in 

learning. The classroom climate had little bearing on Greg’s motivation to learn. I 

concluded that, though Jenny, Missy, and Bob possessed elements of performance 

orientation (Dweck, 1989), they engaged more intensely in actual learning when they 

were engaged in learning orientation. When engaged exclusively in the performance 

orientation mode, they did not experience Oldfather’s (1992) continuing impulse to learn 

or Brophy’s (1982) motivation to learn. Instead, they disengaged their minds and, at their 

best, worked at a minimal level intending only complete the work.  
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With this in mind, each of the three became exclusively performance oriented in 

classes where they perceived the classroom climate to be negative. In classes where they 

perceived the climate to be positive, their orientation to achieve was more likely to 

change to a learning orientation, where they became more willing to engage in thinking 

and learning. Jenny, Missy, and Bob’s willingness to engage in learning did not always 

translate into engagement. Classroom climate was never the reason these students chose 

to actively enlist their minds in learning; it was only a prerequisite for their willingness to 

engage. Other features appeared to be necessary to influence these participants to take the 

next step and actually become engaged.  

 Since three out of the four participants perceived that positive classroom climate 

was an important prerequisite to their willingness to engage in learning, their perceptions 

of what characteristics constituted positive classroom climate and negative classroom 

climate became significant. Perhaps the most important aspect of classroom climate was 

my participants’ perception of the teacher and their relationship with the teacher. My 

participants claimed to enjoy a positive classroom climate when they perceived that a 

teacher treated them as individuals with honor and respect, when the teacher had a sense 

of humor, and provided students with autonomy commensurate with their age. On the 

other hand, my participants experienced a negative classroom climate when they 

perceived that their teachers were controlling, openly disrespectful to the students, and/or 

did not treat the students as individuals. 

 Jenny’s perception of the classroom climate interrelated uniquely with her weak 

self-efficacy and her unwillingness to ask questions in class. Jenny possesses numerous 

hidden but real fears that were exacerbated in a classroom with a teacher whom she 
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perceived to be controlling and/or disrespectful to the students. When she experienced 

this stress, Jenny often chose to deal with it by disengaging her mind from the content 

under study. She called this autopilot. When Jenny chose to reengage, she was often 

confused because she missed important concepts or skills while “zoning on autopilot.” 

This appeared to have an influence on her perception that certain subjects were out of her 

locus of control. Her confidence in her abilities diminished while her perception of the 

climate discouraged her from acting to bring the content back within her locus of control. 

In similar ways, negative classroom climate was harmful to Bob and Missy’s motivation 

to engage in learning as well. 

 The fact that Greg was virtually uninfluenced by the classroom climate stands out 

as well. I concluded that Greg’s extrinsic and pragmatic view of education along with his 

resilient and almost exclusive performance orientation (Dweck, 1989) were responsible 

for this. Greg views his education as an important but largely tedious job. He is clearly 

goal oriented, and sees school as the means to achieve his long-term goals. Greg’s ability 

to maintain that focus among unpleasant situations as well as pleasant ones was unlike 

the others.  

Student Needs 

All four students had needs that influenced their willingness to engage in learning. 

Some of these needs were prerequisites to some of the participants’ willingness to 

engage, such as positive classroom climate. Other needs seemed more like proverbial 

carrots, enticing the students to choose engagement over disengagement. Of Scales’ 

(1991) seven key developmental needs that generally characterize adolescent students, 

the most obvious and prevalent needs displayed by the students in my study were the 
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needs for positive social interaction with adults and peers, physical activity, and 

competence and achievement. Secondarily, my participants expressed a lesser need for 

structure and clear limits, creative expression, meaningful participation in school 

communities, and opportunities for self-definition. In addition to Scales’ list of needs, my 

participants appeared to have a powerful need for autonomy through individual choice, 

and in some cases, the need to avoid stress.  

Relationships with peers. The data showed that all four participants were 

positively influenced by opportunities to interact with their peers. The participants’ 

perceptual experiences along with my observations illustrated that social opportunities 

through group work often led to social constructivist learning. On the occasions, 

however, when social interaction was present while individual choice and a clear 

structure were absent, the group work was ineffective at best. The students claimed that 

group work was most efficient when teachers trusted the students to choose their own 

partners. They tended to perceive teacher assignment of groups as controlling and 

limiting to their autonomy, while seeing student choice as teacher acceptance of the 

student need for autonomy and proof that the teacher trusted their judgment.  

Relationships with adults. The most surprising need once again came from Greg. 

Though Jenny, Missy, and Bob needed to perceive positive relationships with their 

teachers as a prerequisite to their willingness to engage in learning (see classroom 

climate), Greg’s attempts to build and maintain positive relationships with his teachers 

appeared to have a more active motivating influence on him. His need to be recognized 

by his teachers as an extraordinary student uniquely motivated him to consistently engage 

in extensive and comprehensive learning. 
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Active learning. All four participants appeared to have a strong need for active 

learning. This need is closely tied to the classroom climate category and the student 

interest vs. disinterest category. In order for students to be willing to engage in physical 

activities, three of the four needed to feel a sense of a positive classroom climate. For all 

four students, active learning usually led to their perception of a lesson, the content, and a 

class as fun, exciting, and/or interesting. Passive learning tended to have the opposite 

effect. Specific types of active learning and teaching methods used to attain active 

learning will be discussed in the student interest vs. disinterest subsection.  

Locus of Control-Self Efficacy 

 The participants in my study each expressed their situational and stable 

perceptions of their abilities. These perceptions were powerful indicators of each 

student’s willingness to engage in a learning activity. Though standardized test scores 

would contradict her perception, Jenny was undoubtedly the participant with the lowest 

level of self-confidence. On the other hand, Greg possessed an overabundance of 

confidence in his abilities. Missy and Bob remained fairly confident in their stable 

abilities, but showed situational variation in confidence. All four students illustrated that 

an internal locus of control was necessary for them to be willing to engage in an activity. 

In this way, the locus of control was generally another prerequisite to my participants’ 

willingness to engage in learning. 

Greg’s overwhelming confidence in his abilities made it easy for teachers to 

create situations where he was confident in his success. For Jenny, Bob, and Missy, 

situational variables had a strong influence upon their willingness to engage in learning. 

Though they sometimes blamed themselves for a lack of ability, they usually blamed the 
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teacher when they perceived the locus of control to be external. When they perceived the 

teacher to be at fault, they claimed that it was either due to the teacher’s refusal to answer 

questions, the teacher’s creation of a competitive classroom climate (e.g. students were 

not allowed to ask each other for help), or the teacher’s incompetence (e.g. teacher lost 

the students’ work, teacher did not teach content properly). Their perceptions that certain 

lessons were outside their realm of control generally led to partial or complete mental 

shutdown. Their perceptions of external loci of control were sure to lower the chances 

that my participants would choose to engage. In Greg’s case, only a hypothetical situation 

resulted in this type of shutdown.  

The participants’ perception of the locus of control appeared to have the smallest 

positive influence on motivating them to engage in learning. Bob was the only one to 

illustrate an active motivating effect of an internal locus of control. After a poor seventh 

grade math year where he perceived an external locus of control, Bob was motivated by 

his perceived ability to understand the eighth grade math.  

Relevance-Content Value 

 The students’ perception of school content’s relevance was perhaps the most 

surprising aspect of my findings. It appears that the students’ perception of the value of 

content they learn in school is either concrete, extrinsic in nature, or noticeably absent. 

The relevance of most content, concepts, and skills that they were studying in school 

were not perceived as overtly important to their present life. In addition, they perceived 

little of the detailed content and skills they were learning to have a fundamental value to 

their future. They generally spoke of reading, writing, and basic math skills as necessary 

to their life outside of school.  
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In a subconscious way, the participants may perceive elements of the school 

content to be valuable such as world events and conflict, but the intrinsic motivational 

aspects of the content seemed to be virtually nonexistent. Prior personal experience 

(Missy and Bob) and perception that the content might help them in future school 

endeavors (Greg) appeared to have the strongest impact upon my participants’ motivation 

to engage in learning. In order to motivate students to learn, it appeared that the 

participants’ perception of the content’s overt relevance was influenced more by the 

nature of the teaching methods than anything else. 

Student Interest vs. Disinterest 

 My participants’ perception of their interest in or lack of interest in an activity 

was the most dominant influence on their decisions to engage or not to engage in 

learning. Their tendency to become either interested or disinterested in school was 

unmistakably situational. In other words, none of the participants claimed to be 

exceptionally interested or disinterested all of the time. Each participant shared numerous 

school experiences with me describing what situational qualities influenced them to 

become interested in school. On the other hand, all four participants claimed to be bored 

in school often. 

 Interest. Interest in an activity was actually a symptom resulting from a number of 

other influences. It abounded with important links to most of the other categories. In all 

four cases, individual student perception of a positive classroom climate provided my 

participants with the necessary background to perk their intrinsic interest. Depending 

upon the classroom climate and the individual needs of each participant, meeting certain 

needs (e.g. positive interaction between peers, active learning) created interest. Students’ 
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abilities to make relevant connections between the content under study and prior personal 

experience were somewhat influential to two of my participants’ interest.  

Though clearly swayed by the other categories, the most influential factor that led 

to student interest was the teaching methods employed by the teacher. My participants 

were inclined to become interested in content when the lessons employed by the teacher 

required them to be active or interactive. The teaching methods most commonly cited by 

my participants were simulations, hands-on activities, games, and group work. The 

physical nature of most of these teaching methods often appeared to arouse the interest of 

my participants. Once they were interested, they often became engaged in cognitive 

and/or social interaction related to the content.  

Disinterest. My participants described the state of mind that resulted from their 

disinterest as boredom. Boredom was also shown to be a symptom resulting from other 

influences. It was also clearly linked to lack of engagement, and in the most extreme 

case, disruptive behavior. The most common causes of my participants’ boredom were 

the student attitude resulting from negative classroom climates and teaching methods. As 

it turned out to be with most aspects of their motivation, disinterest was generally not a 

simple issue for my participants. Not only did classroom climate influence my 

participants’ attitudes toward a teacher and a class, but it also influenced their attitude 

toward the content. Except for Greg, my participants claimed to be turned off by certain 

teachers and classrooms. In those negative situations, three of the four participants never 

even gave the content a chance to interest them. All of my participants claimed to be 

bored by the useless nature of content in classes more often when they disliked the 

teacher and perceived a negative classroom climate.  
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Though influenced by the classroom climate in most cases, the teaching methods 

were even more influential on the participants’ situational perception of the school 

content. All four students claimed to be bored during lessons they perceived to be more 

passive in nature. When my participants were faced with lessons that did not require 

interaction, they claimed it was not necessary to think and their minds were usually 

disengaged—even when they completed the work associated with them. The teaching 

methods my participants cited most often as boring were those that incorporated 

textbooks, worksheets, and note taking. 

Additional Findings 

 In addition to answering my research question, there were also some other 

interesting findings. Two of my participants had the opportunity to experience block 

scheduling during their middle school careers. Up until this school year, the academic 

team I was associated with had been working happily on a block schedule for four years. 

Having experienced this type of schedule and been unhappy with the flexibility lost when 

we were forced to revert to the traditional schedule during the 2001-2002 school year, I 

was interested in hearing how their experiences with a block schedule influenced 

participants’ motivation to learn.  

In recent years, the administration at Broken Arrow Middle School strongly 

encouraged teachers to engage in activities that they deemed to be progressive reforms. 

During one school year, the administration offered an inservice workshop to promote the 

block schedule. This workshop was presented by a teacher who attended a session on the 

nuts and bolts scheduling of students while visiting a professional conference. More of a 

promotional engagement, no detailed suggestions were provided to teachers describing 
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how they might change their teaching methods to be more appropriate for the proposed 

block.  

With no additional training, some of the academic teams chose to experiment with 

block scheduling. The basics of block scheduling such as how to manage the additional 

time, how to reorganize lessons to fit the block schedule, and what to do with students for 

the larger block of time remained unanswered. Salvaterra and Adams (1996) claim that 

the flexibility generated by block scheduling can be used to help place the teacher in the 

role of facilitator as opposed to lecturer, leading to more creative instructional 

methodology, allowing for teamwork to develop. It became obvious to me after speaking 

to the two participants who experienced the block schedule that proper inservice was a 

necessary (but missing) component for authentic reform. Though the teachers had 

changed their schedule, most of them did not change their teaching methods. 

While reinvestigating block scheduling literature, I came across recommendations from 

Hackmann and Schmitt (1997). Among other recommendations, they claimed that 

teachers should continuously engage students in active learning, include group activities 

to encourage student participation, incorporate activities addressing the multiple 

intelligences, use creative thinking activities, integrate and reinforce basic skills 

throughout the curriculum, and incorporate technology. Their list of recommendations for 

block schedule teaching methods was remarkably similar to the findings from this study. 

Apparently, good teaching methods are good teaching methods regardless of the type of 

schedule a teacher uses. 
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Summary 

Students like Greg are easy to motivate. In fact, his strong and focused 

performance orientation is almost impossible to disengage. Greg’s strong reasons for 

motivation are not unique. I suspect that there are other “Gregs” in my own classes in 

classrooms throughout the nation. The students that teachers need to focus their efforts on 

those similar to Jenny, Missy, and Bob. Students like Greg are not likely to fall through 

the motivational net. None of the qualities that had positive influences on Jenny, Missy, 

and Bob appeared to negatively influence Greg. In fact, most of these qualities tended to 

encourage him to turn up his engagement an extra notch. 

I will now revisit and summarize the answer to my original research question, 

“What are middle school students’ reasons for choosing to engage or not to engage in 

their own learning in school?” This study suggests that each participant has his or her 

own situational and long-term reasons for engaging in learning. For a summary of the 

answer to the first half of this question, “What are students’ reasons for choosing to 

engage in learning,” see Figure 2.  

It is problematic to summarize this complex question in a simple manner because 

each participant was normally influenced by more than one feature of motivation at a 

time. For a thorough understanding of how the students’ reasons interacted to create 

situational motivation or to retard motivation, readers are urged to read chapters four 

through eight.



Was this a Reason Participants Chose  
to Engage in Learning? Jenny Missy Bob Greg 
     
Positive Student/Teacher Relationship Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Social Constructivist Methods Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Peer Interaction/Group Work Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Internal Locus of Control No No Yes No 
Lessons Incorporating Higher Level Thinking Yes No No No 
Interest in a Lesson Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Hands-on Activities Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Computer Assisted Learning Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Content Related Games Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Student Directed Learning Yes Yes Yes No 
Perceived that Lesson was Fun Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Methods that Involved Competition No Yes Yes Yes 
Opportunities for Creativity Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Content Might be Needed in Future Career  No No No Yes 
Getting in a Good College No No No Yes 
 

Figure 2. This table asks and answers the question, “Was this specific quality of 

classroom life a reason students chose to engage in learning?” It summarizes participants’ 

reasons for choosing to engage in learning. If the answer to the question is “yes,” then the 

data indicated that this quality of classroom life was likely to influence the specific 

participant to engage in learning. If the answer was “no,” then it was not an influential 

reason the specific participant chose to engage in learning. 

 For a summary of the second half to my research question, “What are students 

reasons for choosing not to engage in learning?” see Figure 3.  
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Was this a Reason Participants  
Chose Not To Engage in Learning? Jenny Missy Bob Greg 
     
Negative Teacher Relationship Yes Yes Yes No 
Knowledge Based Objectives/Too Easy Yes Yes Yes No 
External Locus of Control Yes Yes Yes Yes* 
Fear Yes No No No 
Book work Yes Yes Yes No 
Worksheets Yes Yes Yes No 
Disrespectful Teacher Yes Yes Yes No 
* Hypothetically     
  
Figure 3. This table asks and answers the question, “Was this specific quality of 

classroom life one of the reasons specific students chose NOT to engage in learning?” It 

summarizes participants’ reasons for choosing NOT to engage in learning. If the answer 

to the question is “yes,” then the data indicated that this quality of classroom life was 

likely to discourage the specific participant from engaging in learning. If the answer was 

“no,” then it did not have a negative influence on the specific participant’s choice to 

engage in learning. 

My Current Views of Motivation as a Result of this Study 

 Though my theoretical framework remains the same, my views of student 

motivation have been altered as a result of this study. After my original pilot study back 

in 2000, I adjusted my theoretical framework to include the classroom climate category. 

Up to that point, I had included the classroom climate as one element of the student needs 

category. During the current study, the background provided by the classroom climate 

was vitally important in three of the four cases. It served as a prerequisite to a simple 

willingness for some students to even consider engaging in activities when possible 

motivation might be present from the other sources. This study has enhanced as well as 

reinforced my views on the significance of the classroom climate. In my view, it is 



 313 

probably the most influential reason some students choose to open their minds to the 

possibility of learning. 

 My views on getting to know individual students were augmented to include the 

need to gain a strong understanding of a student’s achievement orientation. Maybe it 

should not have, but Greg’s strong and focused performance orientation surprised me. 

His strong extrinsic foci were unforeseen as well. I knew that Greg was a strong student, 

but I would never have guessed that he was as pragmatic about school as he turned out to 

be. In addition, the qualitative difference between Greg’s approach learning and the 

others’ had a noteworthy influence on their perceptions of the various motivational 

classroom characteristics. Though I have no way of knowing how it will influence his 

learning in the future, Greg’s present tunnel-visioned performance orientation overruled 

almost every non-motivating factor he discussed and/or I observed. On the other hand, 

the others’ tendency toward learning orientation influenced their susceptibility to other 

extraneous factors.  

As is evidenced in the classroom context section of Chapter Three, I spend an 

enormous amount of effort attempting to illustrate the importance of the content I teach to 

my students. Though these efforts did not bear overt fruits with my participants, these 

students were aware that their social studies classroom was the appropriate one to make 

sense of our national crisis after September 11. I still believe that students are learning 

valuable concepts concerning human nature and interpersonal relationships, although 

they remain explicitly unaware of this. Although I am currently uncertain how I might 

effectively accomplish this goal, I believe that I need to be more clear and consistent in 

my attempts to illustrate how concepts I teach might be valuable to my students. The 
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difference between my current view and my former view is that I no longer have high 

expectations that this veiled relevancy will provide them with the motivation to learn 

them.  

Instead, I have begun to think about the goals of my lessons in terms of how the 

teaching methods might provide students with influential learning orientations reasons to 

engage in learning. I am working to become more aware of signs that signify when 

certain students are working in the mode of one achievement orientation or the other. 

This study has had a significant influence upon my views of motivating students. I have 

begun to concentrate more heavily on creating relevance and student interest through 

teaching methods rather than the content. 

 Being a middle school teacher myself, this study has altered my own teaching. 

One example involves a combination of Bob’s stated quest for fun and Missy’s 

statements that she works better when she is in the mood. While reflecting upon which 

teaching methods I might use to motivate my students, I am now less inclined to 

absolutely reject motivators that I deem to be extrinsic in nature. I am still careful how I 

present them, but I do not reject them outright. In addition, though gaming has long been 

a part of my teaching, I find myself trying to put a game-like spin on otherwise boring 

assignments. 

As a result of this study, I have become much more sensitive to the meaning 

behind Oldfather’s continuing impulse to learn (1992) and Brophy’s “motivation to 

learn” (1982). I have concluded that the classroom conditions that are necessary to create 

the continuing impulse to learn for some students must include the teacher’s recognition 
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of each student’s honored voice through respect for the student’s individuality and 

thoughts.  

Suggestions for Future Research 

 This study adds to the scholarly literature by building upon the motivational 

works of others (Oldfather, 1992). This study concentrated on perceptual experiences of 

eighth grade students at an affluent suburban middle school in the Southeast. The 

students who participated in my study all came from similar privileged backgrounds. 

Though the findings of this study are significant, the generalizations are clearly limited. I 

recommend that future researchers use my theoretical framework while concentrating on 

other communities of learners. Future studies might include case studies at different 

grade levels of middle schools, elementary or high schools; or at any level of schools in 

other suburban, urban or rural areas of the United States. In addition, I recommend that 

future research be done in a similar fashion on populations of at-risk, special education, 

and/or gifted students. It might be interesting to note the similarities and differences 

between students at public and parochial schools as well. 

 To a researcher willing to spend some extended time in the field, a longitudinal 

study of this sort might yield some interesting results. The researcher might begin his 

study by investigating the same aspects of his participants in the middle school in much 

the same way that I did, then follow the students and their perceptual experiences to the 

high school. Wells (1996) conducted a similar study on the transition from a progressive 

middle school to a traditional high school. An in-depth follow-up on the students’ 

perceptions of their classroom climates and possible altered orientations might yield 

some interesting results. In addition, the context of the study might be altered to include 
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more about the participants’ perception of the school climate as well as their perceptions 

of the individual classrooms. 

Implications for Middle School Teachers: So What? 

Those who work with students at the middle must possess special characteristics. 

(Williamson, 1996, p. 384) 

The countless hours I have spent talking with, observing, and reflecting upon my 

participants’ individual and collective reasons for choosing to or choosing not to engage 

in learning have resulted in some strong implications for middle school teachers. My 

original goal was to learn more about what qualities of their school life influence middle 

school students’ choices on whether to engage or not to engage in their own learning. My 

participants provided me with windows into their perceptual worlds that have alternately 

encouraged, discouraged, and in some cases, surprised me. The implications for middle 

school teachers will be subdivided into two main sections, Student/Teacher Relationships 

and Teaching Methods.  

Student/Teacher Relationships 

Though Broken Arrow Middle School has a dedicated and professional faculty, it 

appears that some teachers are either unaware of or unconcerned with how they are 

perceived by some of their students. Throughout the course of my study, my participants 

spoke often of their desires to build strong relationships with their teachers. Some of the 

teachers are perceived as unapproachable. As these students have developed into young 

adolescent teenagers, they have begun to mature. The relationships they seek are those 

based upon mutual respect. They are seeking professional relationships similar to those 

that adults seek to maintain with their peers and superiors at work. Student perceptions of 
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these relationships are profoundly influential to their motivations to learn. Becoming 

aware that student perceptions are important is the first step I recommend teachers take.  

When taking the teachers’ individual and collective goals at school into account, 

the perceived denial of this type of relationship met with devastating results. When a 

student looks into the face of a teacher and sees a sense of disregard or disrespect, how is 

she likely to respond? What are teachers attempting to accomplish each day they walk 

through the door of their classroom? If their goals do not include encouraging students to 

shut their minds off and/or discouraging students from learning, it might be important for 

teachers to take inventory of their own actions and attempt to see how students might 

perceive them and their relationships with the students. These relationships are the 

cornerstone of a student’s professional life at school, and have a strong influence over 

how a student perceives his role in his own learning at school. 

My participants also perceived that many of the teachers at Broken Arrow Middle 

School encouraged them to form professional relationships that are based upon mutual 

respect. The subtleties incorporated in this desire for a professional relationship were not 

readily recognizable in the data, but the implications are immeasurable. When the 

adolescent teenagers in my study perceived that they were shown respect, they 

reciprocated with responsible behaviors and a strong willingness to give the content in 

the class a chance. They indicated that the respect they desired was not only on the 

surface; they expected teachers to boldly act upon that respect by showing students that 

the teachers trusted their judgments.  
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Teaching Methods 

I have a great belief in the fact that whenever there is chaos, it creates wonderful 

thinking. I consider chaos a gift. (Clark, n.d.) 

Keller (1982) claims that instructors normally try to convince students that the 

content is relevant by making the instruction seem germane to present or future career. 

Whereas all of my participants seemed to believe this and even understand it, only one of 

the four (Greg) was motivated to engage in learning because of this. Using the future as a 

motivational strategy in the present appears to be mostly ineffective. My findings imply 

that, if teachers are looking to economically funnel their efforts, they ought to look at 

their teaching methods. Should a teacher choose to focus upon teaching strategies, 

students like those in my study will still be motivated—even if they are not enamored 

with the content under study.  

Regardless, I recommend that teachers do both. During the times when teachers 

are pulling their hair out to explain the relevance of material to no avail, it would be in 

their best interest to concentrate more on the teaching methods. The teaching methods 

that will most likely influence students’ motivation are those that allow students to be 

active participants in their own learning. Fundamentally, a simple reevaluation of 

teaching goals might lead to some important conclusions. Semantics aside, “teaching” 

students should not be the goal of a teacher. They should attempt to provide students with 

the most beneficial conditions for students to engage in their own learning. Teachers 

should attempt to interest students through active and interactive activities that use 

various teaching methods with a focus on addressing age appropriate needs.  
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Realistically, I recognize the abundant impediments teachers face that make it 

difficult to consistently create lessons that match the qualities of those my findings 

indicate. If teachers simply mix in varying types of assignments that eventually lead up to 

active ones, students might be more willing to engage in the passive aspects of a lesson—

especially if students perceive that they can reasonably expect a regular variation in 

teaching methods. Some of the most successful active and interactive methods I 

recommend are simulations, hands-on activities, games, and cooperative group work. 

Simulations. From simple ten-minute activities to in-depth lessons lasting a week 

or longer, the consistency of student engagement in active learning during classroom 

simulations leads me to conclude that simulations are one of the most motivating 

teaching methods available. When faced with the opportunity to apply what they have 

learned through simulations, it becomes necessary for students to interact with the 

content and with one other, assimilating new information and concepts with existing 

knowledge—often in situations that require them to prepare, then think on their feet. 

Without exception, all four participants claimed to have been actively involved in 

learning during every activity that incorporated this type of active learning. In most cases, 

simulations provide students with opportunities to experience a sense of independence 

while practicing higher level conceptual thinking in a safe environment. Among the 

virtually limitless possibilities of simulations, students can participate in mock debates, 

trials, or various activities that involve interpersonal activities and life skills.  

There are clearly problems with this method, the most obvious one being time 

constraints. To develop appropriately, students need proper background information. 

Researching this background is likely to take more time than traditional methods. For 
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teachers, the implementation of simulations can become hectic, and takes immense 

patience. In addition, teachers’ lack of familiarity with this method can be problematic as 

well. This might be addressed through staff development. 

Hands-on activities. When the opportunity presents itself, students benefit from 

using their hands to learn. It incorporates the visual/spatial intelligences (Lazear, 1991) 

that many students possess. Not only is this strategy motivating, it helps students learn as 

well. Science is the most obvious class where students might be given the opportunity to 

work with their hands in lab conditions, but teachers from other content areas should also 

take note. Among a plethora of other possibilities, teachers can incorporate painting, 

drawing, sculpture, and map-making. When opportunities to use their hands are present, 

students are more likely to perceive a class as fun. The opposite is likely to be true as 

well. This overall contribution that frequent hands-on lessons have to students’ feelings 

toward a class is notable.  

Games. Using a game format that focuses upon fun as well as specific content is 

likely to yield positive results for most students. Games may stir the competitive juices of 

some students, but friendly competitions are not the only potentially successful method of 

game presentation. There is a plethora of computer software available and countless 

Internet web sites devoted to academic games. For whatever reason, interactive games are 

likely to engage most students in thought and learning. Gaming in the classroom might 

not only interest students in the current lesson, but I would argue that using games in a 

classroom can improve relationships between teacher and student, thus improving the 

classroom climate and a student’s perception of the class.  
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Cooperative group work. The social aspect of group work can foster social 

constructivist learning and lead students into a more intense thought process. Content 

otherwise perceived as boring can become fodder for thought, discussion, application, 

and possibly debate. Students may seek help from others in a safe situation while offering 

their unique talents to the group. Teachers need to be careful with group work, though. 

Unsuccessful attempts to use this method may actually backfire and/or lead to some 

negative side effects.  

Teachers should be keenly aware of their own motives and the rationale behind 

seemingly harmless methodological decisions. It appears that some students tend to do 

some profound thinking about the politics of classrooms. Their perceptions of why 

teachers behave as they do can lead to some insightful and possibly harmful conclusions. 

If teachers are not careful, students may become insulted actively disengaged if they 

perceive that their teachers do not trust their judgment. In this way, teaching methods are 

clearly linked to the relationship/respect feature of a classroom climate. Teachers need to 

be mindful of their overall goals, and carefully model the respectful manner they intend 

portray to their students.  

Summary: Be careful of the difficulty. Just about any traditional lesson can 

potentially be converted to include one or more of these teaching methods. Regardless of 

the teaching method employed, middle school teachers interested in getting the most out 

of students should be cautious about making assignments too easy. Students should be 

challenged but certainly not overmatched either. It is sometimes difficult to tell where the 

fine line between the two of these is drawn, but teachers should carefully analyze their 

unique situation to get as close to that line as possible. One implied suggestion I gathered 
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from the findings was that students might feel compelled to understand content better 

when they are put in a position to apply and synthesize knowledge rather than simply 

memorize it. 

Summary 

Though many of the findings from this study are complex and often incorporate 

more than one motivational concept, the implications from this study can be summed up 

in several straightforward statements. First, there are no perfect motivational strategies—

no perfect solutions to all motivational ills. Teachers looking for a panacea are likely to 

be disappointed. Readers are urged to remember that nothing is guaranteed—not even for 

the students who expressed their perceptions so vividly and freely throughout this paper. 

Temporary unpredictability of student interest and responses are subject to individual and 

transitory personal context that might counteract even the finest of lessons being 

conducted in the most ideal situations. Any number of factors might influence a student’s 

personal agency, including a family problems, bickering with friends, a poor test grade, 

or a sick pet to name a few. These features were not examined in this study.  

On the other hand, my participants enlightened me with some fundamentally 

down-to-earth implications for teachers looking to motivate students in school. Number 

one, follow the golden rule when dealing with their students. Teachers treating students 

with the profound respect they desire to see exhibited by the students are likely to see a 

difference. Number two, once a climate of respect is established, teachers should attempt 

to interest students through active and interactive activities that use various teaching 

methods with a focus on addressing age appropriate needs. 
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Final Thoughts 

The illiterate of the 21st century will not be those who cannot read and write, but 

those who cannot learn, unlearn, and relearn. (Toffler, n.d.) 

 Adolescent students’ perceptual worlds are mysterious places. Unbeknownst to 

many adults, there are some profound reflective thoughts stirring within these worlds on a 

recurring basis. One of the most important implications teachers can obtain from this 

study’s findings is the revelation that everything is not always as it seems. Students do 

not need to come from poverty, broken homes, neglect, or abuse to develop a need for 

acceptance and psychological membership in school. Even some of the brightest, most 

promising students often experience psychological stress and are left feeling marginalized 

by thoughtless, inconsiderate, or even callous adult behavior. As teachers, our 

responsibilities go beyond transferring facts from “us to them.” Like the vast majority of 

schools around the country, Broken Arrow Middle School claims that its mission is to 

prepare students to be independent learners and responsible world citizens by providing a 

rich and challenging curriculum in a safe, nurturing, and structured environment. In a 

nutshell, that is what my findings indicate teachers need to do.
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Broken Arrow Middle School Covenant 
 
We collectively believe that students learn best when 
 

a) they are active in their own learning 

b) their lessons are connected to the real world 

c) their learning is connected across content areas 

d) meaning and understanding are sought 

e) parents are actively involved in their children's learning 

f) teachers embody most or all of the following:  

 

genuine concern   openness 

encouragement    sense of humor 

enthusiasm    high expectations 

patience    fairness 

active involvement 
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Interview #1: Overview of Student’s Motivation to Engage in Learning Activities 
 
Time: 
Date: 
Place:  
Interviewer: John Culligan 
Position of Interviewee: Student 
Description of Project: Learn about what motivates student to engage in learning 
• Tell me about a typical day at school last year (I will probe answers). 

• Tell me about a typical day at school this year (I will probe answers). 

• What are the main things you are trying to accomplish or learn at school? 

• Tell me about the kind of assignment that brings out the best in you (and one that 

brings out the worst in you). 

• Describe a few of your favorite lessons that you have ever participated in? 

• How does a difficult lesson influence your effort? An easy lesson? Tell me about a 

specific lesson or assignment that you felt was too difficult. What did you do? Too 

easy? 

• What will you use after you leave school that you are learning while you are in 

school? 

• What else do you think is important for teachers to know about you? 

NOTE--These are just the main “structural” questions to be addressed in this interview. 
They will be modified and expanded depending on the teachers’ responses. 
 
CLOSING STATEMENT: “Thank you for taking the time to meet with me. If you have 
any thoughts about what we have discussed during this interview, please see me.
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Question Bank 

• How do you think others would describe you? 

• Tell me about an extracurricular activity (sports, clubs, organizations, etc.) that you 

are involved in at Broken Arrow. How about outside of school? 

• Tell me more about… (Fill in students’ extracurricular activities) 

• Why do you participate in…? (Fill in students’ extracurricular activities) 

• How well do you think others say you…? (Fill in students’ extracurricular activities) 

• How did you learn to…? (Fill in students’ extracurricular activities)   

• How did you feel about school last year? 

• How do you feel about school this year? 

• What are your parents’ attitudes toward math? Science? Social Studies? Language 

Arts? Exploratory classes? 

• What are your parents’ attitudes toward grades?  

• Please describe the subjects you currently take. I’m looking for information on 

favorite subject(s) this year and last year as well as least favorite(s) this year and last 

year. 

• Tell me about your favorite way to learn. 

• How do you feel about your… 

• language arts class?  

• math class? 

• social studies class? 

• science class? 

• exploratory classes? 
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• How do you feel about your teachers? 

• How do you think your teachers would describe you? 

• How can you tell that your teachers care about you? Be specific. 

• Do you try harder in some subjects than in others? If so, which ones? If not, why? 

• During one of our earlier interviews, you stated (fill in earlier statement student 

made). Please tell me more about that.  

• After reflecting upon our earlier conversations, what else can you share that might be 

important for teachers to know about your life at school? 

• What is more important, grades or understanding the subject? Can you give an 

example or a story? 

• What are your favorite kinds of lessons? 

• Can you please describe how well you’ve done in school this year? Before this year.
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Group Interview: Brainstorming Ideas for Motivating Students 
 
Time: 
Date: 
Place:  
Interviewer: John Culligan 
Position of Interviewees: Group of four students 
Description of Project: Group brainstorming 
• If you were an adult explaining the importance of learning to a young person (without 

parroting canned responses), what would you say? 

• What suggestions do you have for teachers who wish to motivate their students? 

• If you were a teacher, what kinds of lessons would you develop? 

• What qualities of group work help students be productive? Unproductive? 

 
NOTE--These are just the main “structural” questions to be addressed in this interview. 
They will be modified and expanded depending on the participants’ responses. 
 
CLOSING STATEMENT: “Thank you for taking the time to meet with me. If you have 
any thoughts about what we have discussed during this interview, please see me.” 
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