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Motivation: The Learner's Mainspring

"Most studies of motivation have been based on 
logic, common sense and old wives tales."

WHAT makes Johnny try hard 
in school? Teachers try "to motivate" 
their students, but the fact is, educators 
have too little understanding of what 
motivation toward learning in school 
really is. One reason for this lack of un 
derstanding is a lack of research.

Research in motivation has been 
ahundant, but research in the area of 
motivation toward learning in school has 
been more limited. Theoretically, achieve 
ment in school is a function of past ex 
perience and present experiencing. Sym 
bolically, an equation could be contrived 
to explain learning which might look 
something like this:

Epa+Epr->A
in which "Epn" equals past experience, 
"E, lr" equals present experiencing, and 
"A" equals achievement or learning in 
school.

Expanding on the constructs inherent 
in the symbol "Epr" we can logically iden- 
tily the following components as part of 
the conceptualization involved: number 
and quality of stimuli available, neuro 
logical abilities of the organism to process 
these stimuli, and motivation. Using sym 
bols again, our formula for learning now 
reads like this:

in which "Epn " equals past experience, 
"S" equals stimuli, "A n" equals neuro 
logical abilities, "M" equals motivation, 
and "A" equals achievement or learning 
in school.

Following these kinds of logical opera 
tions, one could conceptualize a theory 
of learning in which the discrete com 
ponents of the learning act, including 
motivation, might be identified and ver 
bally described. Motivation might be 
extrapolated from the total context even 
tually and described as that which gives 
both direction and intensity to the learn 
ing act. But saying that motivation is 
"that which gives both direction and in 
tensity to the learning act" hardly tells us 
what motivation is. We may know what 
it does but not what it is, and unless we 
can approach the problem from some 
other angle, all we generate is words.

What Is Motivation?

What does make Johnny try hard in 
school? Coming at the problem induc 
tively may be a fruitful approach.

Over the years educators have been
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made acutely aware that many students 
quit school. Others, such as juvenile de 
linquents, many slow learning students, 
and certain youngsters in culturally de 
prived areas appear to be motivated 
away from school and academic learning. 
No one would deny that these youngsters 
have motivations. The motives they re 
flect, however, are evidently aimed in 
entirely different learning ways.

Drawing upon studies of youngsters 
such as these, and leaning heavily upon 
the phenornenological approach, Frymier 
has conducted extensive studies of more 
than ten thousand junior high school stu 
dents over the United States during the 
past five years (6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11). Three 
particular approaches have been used.

First, employing conventional design 
and testing procedures, adolescents iden 
tified by their teachers as being high or 
low motivated students responded to 
hundreds of written test items formu 
lated from the conceptualizations drawn 
from the dropout, delinquency, and phe 
nornenological studies described above. 
Over a period of time items were identi 
fied which consistently differentiated stu 
dents whom their teachers saw as vary 
ing in motivation toward school.

Later studies demonstrated that these 
same students achieved differently in 
school when such factors as sex and in 
telligence were controlled. Ultimately 
analysis of the "content" of the discrimi 
nating items provided data from which 
inferences could be drawn concerning 
the nature of motivation to learn in 
school. Taken together these items con 
stituted the Junior Index of Motivation 
(JIM Scale). In essence, variations in self 
concept, in personal goals and values, 
and in one's concept of others were 
clearly reflected in the way high and low 
motivated students responded to the 
items in the scale.

Secondly, drawing upon these patterns 
of data, The Ohio State Picture Prefer 
ence Scale was then devised (11). Com 
pletely nonverbal in nature, the picture 
preference scale consists of pairs of pic 
tures arranged together in such a way 
that students simply make a choice of 
one picture or the other in each particu 
lar pair. Because the pairs of pictures had 
been selected to reflect differing kinds of 
emotions and feeling tone, it was hypoth 
esized that students whose motivations 
differed would respond in different ways 
to each pair of pictures in the total scale. 
Again, using conventional design and 
item analysis procedures, items which 
discriminated between groups whose 
motivations differed were identified and 
later analyzed. The same kinds of be 
havioral patterns already described for 
high and low motivated students emerged 
again.

Third, to test out these inferred pat 
terns of motivational meaning, other 
studies were also conducted. Objectives 
of the studies were to probe specifically 
the variations in self concept, socioeco- 
nomic background, concept of others, 
and attainments in school among young 
sters identified as differing in motivation 
according to the two measuring scales 
which had been developed (3, 4, 20, 21). 
A number of other studies along these 
lines are still under way.

Conclusions from This Research 
in Motivation

What do the results of the above stud 
ies indicate? Several interesting but 
sometimes puzzling patterns of data seem 
evident thus far. Keeping in mind that 
almost all of this research has been done 
with junior high school youth, these con 
elusions seem warranted in general terms 
today (5): low motivated students arc
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Table 1. Mean Junior Index of Motivation 
Scores of Ninth Grade Boys and Girls from 
Socioeconomically Different Schools

School

A
B
C
D
E

Total
number

133
182
249
09

101

Hoys'
mean
score

IiO.7
1*3.8
110 0
114 1
99.7

Girls'
mean
score

136.1
132 *
119 .7
HI (1
106 1

unhappy and afraid; they resist change 
and new ideas, they are unduly con 
cerned with objective and materialistic 
things, and they dislike school intensely. 
Highly motivated youngsters would be 
described in the opposite \vays.

These studies have also yielded data 
concerning the relationship of motivation 
to differing racial and socioeconomic fac 
tors. Table 1 describes mean JIM Scale 
scores achieved by students whose sex, 
racial, and social situations differ. These 
were all ninth grade boys and girls, but 
the schools they attended served entirely 
different socioeconomic areas.

School A, for example, was a plush 
new school in an exclusive suburban 
area in the Midwest, whereas School E 
represented a segregated Negro school 
in a Southern state. All of the other 
schools have been arranged on a rough 
socioeconomic continuum in between 
Schools A and E. At least two patterns 
clearly appear.

First, girls consistently seem to be 
more highly motivated to learn in school 
than boys during the junior high school 
years. Secondly, the motivational levels 
of youngsters are obviously related to the 
kind of social situation from which they 
come.

This picture of motivation suggests 
that motivation to learn in school is some 
thing which students have or arc rather 
than that which teachers do to help them

learn. Studies now under way suggest 
that motivation to learn in school is a 
fairly constant factor. It is subject to 
change, but generally only slowly. Teach 
ers can affect students motivational lev 
els, but over extended periods of time 
like a year; probably very little in a single 
day.

Motivation to learn in school is a func 
tion of one's personality structure, his 
goals and values, his conception of self 
and others, and his attitude toward 
change. These aspects of human behavior 
are learned and they are subject to modi 
fication. Nevertheless, teachers concerned 
about their youngsters' motivations have 
to do much more than use a carrot on a 
stick or a paddle on the behind if they 
hope for significant changes in any way.

Need for Research Today

The fact that in every analysis of the 
data done in the studies reported here 
girls consistently appeared to be more 
highly motivated to learn in school than 
boys underscores the kinds of sex differ 
ences which Waetjen and Grambs (22) 
have pointed out previously. Variations 
between children from schools of con 
trasting socioeconomic areas also have 
been highlighted at other times (14, 18). 
These observations can be added to the 
research of still others (1, 12, 1.3, 15, 16, 
17, 19) which suggest that the motiva 
tion to learn in school is a manifestation 
of one's total personality structure and 
his overall psychological needs. It would 
appear that the educational construct be 
comes eminently clear: stress and striv 
ing in school must be researched and 
thought about in new and different ways.

In light of the above, the following 
questions seem pertinent: Are there 
crucial periods in the development of 
motivation to learn in school (2)? Are
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there significant changes in the motiva 
tional patterns of boys and girls over a 
period of time? Will highly motivated 
youngsters respond best to an increase in 
external stress, while low motivated stu 
dents need an entirely different plan of 
teacher structure and social press? Do 
certain teachers make a particular kind 
of positive impact upon their students' 
motivational patterns? If so, how does 
this impact occur? Can teachers be 
taught to behave in these impact-produc 
ing ways in professional schools?

Do the new curriculum programs 
which stress intuitive, discovery-type 
learning actually increase students' mo 
tivations to learn, as their proponents 
maintain? How will preserving or doing 
away with neighborhood schools affect 
students' motivations to learn over a 
period of time? Can children from de 
pressed economic areas and disadvan- 
taged educational backgrounds raise and 
maintain motivational levels to learn in 
school? These questions all need creative 
research and thoughtful study.

For too many years we have postulated 
the nature of motivation in school, using 
logic and common sense and old wives 
tales. We must change those postulates 
to hypotheses and subject every one to 
an empirical test. If we muster the cour 
age for such an approach, the educator's 
conception of motivation to learn in 
school will probably undergo drastic and 
significant change. And if this statement 
is true, then we ought to get started right 
now.
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the professional educator. As long as the 
professional demands that tutorial pro 
grams conform to his notions of the "way 
things should be done," he cannot but 
injure the integrity of the tutors and the 
possibilities of collaboration. The tutors 
receive their own rewards for their work; 
primary among them is the joy of in 
dependent work for meaningful social 
goals. When this work is bureaucratized 
under the direction of adult professionals 
it is no longer an independent venture.

Tutorial programs can collaborate with 
school systems, but they cannot be an 
arm or agency of such systems. They are 
independent and their independence 
must be cherished as one of the appeals 
to both tutors and disadvantaged young 
sters. As independent agents they chal 
lenge the educational system to change, 
to reform, to help do the job the tutorials 
are doing. They challenge the educa 
tional system to reform in order better to 
meet the needs of disadvantaged racial, 
economic and cultural minorities. As edu 
cators we can appreciate this challenge.

Motivation—Frymier & Thompson
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IVCTE MATERIALS
for curriculum coordinators in 
terested in teaching language to 
culturally disadvantaged youth 
V.___________________J

LANGUAGE, LINGUISTICS, AND SCHOOL PRO 
GRAMS—Proceedings of the Spring Institutes, 
1963, Bernard J. Weiss, editor. Ten articles on 
the theoretical background of language, read 
ing and linguistics, usage, and composition. 
$1.50. Stock No. P56-65.

AMERICAN SOCIAL DIALECTS AND THE CUL 
TURAL MATRIX OF AMERICAN ENGLISH—by
Raven I. McDavid, Jr. Two reprints from the 
January, 1965, CE and EE. Discussion of social 
dialects and their relation to educational prob 
lems . . . plus some common principles that 
can be applied to American school systems. 
$.50. Stock No. R-74.

THE LANGUAGE OF ELEMENTARY SCHOOL 
CHILDREN—by Walter Loban. A study of the 
use and control of language in communication 
and the relationships among speaking, writing, 
and listening. $1.25. Stack No. P56-70.

AN ADVENTURE IN HUMAN RELATIONS—by
Muriel Crosby. The story of a three-year project 
in Wtlmington, Delaware, to help a school sys 
tem cope with urban disintegration. Includes 
an important section on language growth in 
the innner city. $6.95 ($5.60 to NCTE members) 
Stock No. CO 390.

Coming this fall—SOCIAL DIALECTS AND 
LANGUAGE LEARNING, edited by Roger W. 
Shuy, Alva L. Davis, and Robert F. Hogan. 
Papers from an invitational conference 
including reports on the status and new tech 
niques of research in social dialectology; de 
scriptions of school programs for children with 
substandard dialects; implications for new cur 
riculum projects and research. Order now for 
delivery as soon as possible. Price, about $1.50.

Enc/ofe remittance with orders under SI.00

Order from
National Council of 
Teachers of English

508 South Sixth Strwt 
Champaign, Illinois
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