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Motivation and Mildly Handicapped Learners
Teresa A. Mehring and Steven E. Colson

Motivation affects learning, and learning affects motivation (Sprinthall & Sprinthall,
1987). Regular educators and special educators daily are faced with questions regarding
motivation in the students for whom they are responsible. What factors influence stu-
dents’ motivational levels? Can a teacher motivate students? What techniques are effec-
tive in motivating students?

The school can contribute to development of emotional and motivational problems
in very specific ways (Hallahan & Kauffman, 1988; Paget, Nagle, & Martin, 1984; Pullis
& Cadwell, 1985). Teachers may be insensitive to individual student needs; they may
hold expectations for achievement or conduct that are too high or too low; and they may
communicate to the student who does not meet expectations that he or she is inadequate
or undesirable. In addition, instruction may be offered in skills for which the student has
no real or imagined use. All of these factors may influence the level of motivation that a
regular or special education student brings to the learning environment,

Despite the critical link between motivation and learning, little research has been
conducted to investigate this correlation in mildly handicapped students. Investigating the
effects of motivation on school success and learning in students with mild learning and
behavior deficiencies (mental retardation, learning disabilities, and behavior disorders)
could provide important information to special and regular educators.

Several researchers have found that motivation to learn differs in students with men-
tal retardation (MacMillan, 1982; Polloway & Epstein, 1985; Polloway & Smith, 1983;
Robinson & Robinson, 1976; Zigler, 1962). After experiencing failure, mentally retarded
students tend to display reduced motivation and lack efficient learning even on simple
tasks. Reschly (1987) calls this tendency the “failure set phenomenon” (p. 43). Individu-
als with mental retardation also tend to attribute success or failure to external variables
(luck, difficulty of the task) rather than to internal factors (personal ability or amount of
effort expended on the task).

Research with students who have learning disabilities (LD) has reported motivation
and attribution deficits similar to those found in investigations with students who have
mental retardation. Adelman and Taylor (1983, 1984) reported that LD students display
an external locus of control for reinforcement and tend to attribute success to external
factors. Deshler, Schumaker, and Lenz (1984) emphasized the existence of motivation
factors that must be considered in developing interventions with LD students.
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University of Kansas Medical Center. ‘
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Most students with behavior disorders (BD) are also
underachievers at school, as measured by standardized
tests. Students who are affected by a behavior disorder usu-
ally do not achieve at the level expected for their mental
age, and they relatively seldom achieve academically
advanced performance. Some children are already dysfunc-
tional when they come to school. Others develop disorders
during the school years—perhaps in part because of damag-
ing experiences in the classroom itself (Hallahan & Kauff-
man, 1988).

Most human motives are learned or acquired. Motives
also affect perception. Many theorists have attempted to
explain where motivation comes from and how it can be
changed. An understanding of current motivation theories
is critical to special education teachers, school psycholo-
gists, and regular classroom teachers who work with mildly
handicapped learners. Theory assists us in understanding
why some students display certain behaviors—behaviors
that we often call “lack of motivation.”
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MOTIVATION THEORIES

Not until the early 20th century did anyone experimen-
tally validate the link between learning and motivation. In
the 1980s virtually all psychologists and an increasing
number of regular and special educators have become con-
cerned with the impact of motivation variables on human
behavior. Implicit in the literature on underachievement and
overachievement is the assumption that motivation and
emotional variables play a crucial, if not the crucial, role in
academic success.

Instinct Theory

Before observations of other cultures by anthropologists
Margaret Mead and Ruth Benedict, many early Western
psychologists thought that what they observed in their own
culture was true the world over. Because it was assumed
that motives such as competition, power, status, approval,
and achievement were present among all people every-
where, the term instinct was used. Early in this century
McDougall (1908) authored the first book on the subject,
titled Social Psychology. In it, he stated that all social life
was the result of inherited instincts. According to
McDougall, people were destined to play out prepro-
grammed instincts that were built into their biological
natures. Students achieved academically because of an
achievement instinct. Students not so blessed were doomed
to a school life of academic frustration, and nothing could
be done to change it.

By the mid 1920s psychologists had dismissed instinct
theory as unscientific and ludicrous. We now know that
social motives differ widely throughout the world and that
social motives are learned or acquired, not inherited.

Needs/Drives Theory

According to needs/drives theory, motivation has two
identifiable components: needs and drives. Needs are based
on some deficit within the person. The deficit may be phys-
iological or psychological. Physiological needs are obvi-
ous—water, food, sex, sleep, warmth, and so on. Psycho-
logical needs are more subtle and less easily identi-
fied—approval, affection, power, prestige, and so on.

Drives are based on needs, but they have the added fea-
ture of an obvious change in behavior; they imply motion
of some sort. When we experience a drive, we are motivat-
ed to pursue actions that will lead to a reduction in the
drive. A good example might be hunger. If an individual



goes without food for a while, the result is discomfort or
internal tension. This drive motivates the individual to
obtain food. Eating reduces the drive and restores physical
and psychological balance.

All humans are born with a small set of unlearned bio-
logical drives. Twelve biological motives that Madsen
(1973) and others have described are:

hunger excretion
thirst oxygen
sex rest/sleep

nurturance (parenting)
body temperature
pain avoidance

activity (stimulation/arousal)
security
aggression

These biological motives gradually develop into a larger,
more diverse set of drives acquired through learning. Mur-
ray (1938) referred to learned drives as being psychogenic.
According to Murray, most individuals have drives for
achievement, recognition, affiliation, dominance, acquisi-
tion (of possessions), exhibition, and play.

Maslow (1970) postulated that all humans are motivated
to satisfy or reduce a common sel of needs that are qualita-
tively different and that could be arranged hierarchically on
a scale from low to high priority These are given in Figure
1. When needs at the physiological level are satisfied, an
individual becomes concerned with higher-level needs. Sat-
isfaction of a level of needs activates needs at the next
level.

self-actualization (realization of potential)
aesthetic (order and beauty)
cognitive (knowledge and understanding)

Being Needs

esteem (achievement; gaining of recog-
nition, respect, status)

belonging and love (affiliation and accep-
tance)

safety and security (long-term survival
and stability)

survival/physiological (hunger, thirst, etc.)

Deficiency Needs

FIGURE 1
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs

From A. H. Maslow, 1970, Motivation and Personality (2nd ed.) (New
York: Harper & Row).

Maslow’s theory may be identified by teachers who note
that hungry students are less likely to pay attention in
school than those who have had enough to eat. Even if they
obtain a good meal, children who have experienced hunger
are likely to experience the hunger drive as a continuing
force and often begin planning how to obtain their next
meal as soon as they finish eating. Students who are physi-
cally uncomfortable for any reason are less likely to be
attentive because they are preoccupied with attempts at
reducing their discomfort.

Safety and security are two other needs identified by
Maslow. Infants and children need to satisfy safety and
security needs almost daily. During their early years chil-
dren are relatively helpless and most in need of stable and
orderly environments. When a child’s or an adolescent’s
world is disrupted suddenly by loss of a parent through
divorce, serious illness, or death, psychological security
needs often dominate. Children are easily frightened by
strange environments or environments in which they feel
threatened.

Once children feel safe, they turn toward affiliation
needs to achieve fulfillment. Friendships, love relation-
ships, and group acceptance emerge as dominant concerns.
According to Maslow, if an individual has difficulty satisfy-
ing love and belonging needs, maladjustment—and some-
times psychopathology—may result. Students who have
difficulty getting along with their classmates or teachers
often have trouble reaching their academic potential.
School is the first real testing ground for establishing their
place among children. If they fail in social relationships,
school can become a hostile environment associated only
with fear and anxiety. Maslow suggested that teachers
should perceive school not only as a place where students
learn facts and skills but also as a place where they can
develop important interpersonal relationships.

The fourth need Maslow identified is self-esteem.
Esteem needs involve recognition as a human being. These
needs include self-respect as well as respect from others.
From self-respect comes confidence, independence, and
freedom. Respect from others generates a sense of appreci-
ation and prestige. If these needs are not satisfied, children
become preoccupied with their perceived inadequacies and
with possible rejection by others. Teachers should provide
opportunities for students to learn to respect themselves.
One of the most important roles a teacher plays is that of
model. Teachers who relate to students honestly and
respectfully tend to generate this attitude in their students.

When the needs described so far are more or less satis-
fied, individuals turn to higher-level needs for intellectual
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achievement, aesthetic appreciation, and, finally, self-actu-
alization. According to Maslow, self-actualized people are
fulfilled people. They perceive reality easily and are com-
fortable with it. They accept themselves and others. They
feel free to think and act spontaneously. They approach
problems with no personal biases. They value time they can
spend by themselves as well as time they spend with others.
Their thinking is not rigidly tied to cultural values, and they
feel brotherhood among all human beings. They enjoy a
small number of rich relationships with people of both
sexes. They enjoy work involved in reaching goals. They
are relatively free of prejudice and jealousy. They have a
sense of humor and the ability to be creative.

Maslow called the four lower-levels needs—survival,
safety, belonging, and esteem—deficiency needs. When
these needs are not met, motivation increases to find ways
of satisfying them. When they are satisfied, the motivation
for fulfilling them decreases. Maslow labeled the three
higher level needs—intellectual achievement, aesthetic
appreciation, and self-actualization—being needs. When
they are met, a person’s motivation does not cease; instead,
it increases to seek further fulfillment. Unlike deficiency
needs, being needs can never be completely fulfilled.

Maslow’s theory can provide important information for
understanding motivation. Even so, it has been criticized
because people do not always appear to behave as the theo-
ry would predict. Most of us move back and forth among
different types of needs and may be motivated by different
needs at the same time. Regardless of criticism, Maslow’s
hierarchy does provide a way of looking at the full person,
whose physical, emotional, and intellectual needs are inter-
related.

Cognitive Theory

One of the central assumptions in cognitive theory is that
individuals are motivated by variables other than external
events or physical conditions such as hunger. When we suc-
ceed or fail at a task, we naturally think about who or what
was behind our success or failure. We look to assign
responsibility, and to understand the causes of our perfor-
mance. We make attributions about who or what was
responsible for how we performed. Attributions also are the
source of our feeling good, bad, or indifferent after we suc-
ceed or fail.

Attributions can be classified along three dimensions: the
source (locus) of control, stability, and controllability
(Weiner, 1986). The source of control can be either internal
or external. Saying that you did well on a test because

you’re good in math is an example of attributing success to
an internal characteristic—ability. If you believe you did
well because the teacher was lenient, you are attributing
your success to an external factor—the teacher.

Stability, or the lack of it, is another characteristic of
attribution. Suppose you fail an exam. An unstable attribu-
tion might refer to effort (I didn’t study as much as I should
have). A stable attribution might refer to perceived discrim-
ination on the part of the teacher (she’s always tough on
girls). -

Attributions also vary along a dimension called “control-
lability.” If you believe that the difficulty of the task was
responsible for your failure (I didn’t do well because the
questions were too hard), you’re describing a cause beyond
your control. If you failed the test because you lost your
notes and couldn’t study, you're attributing your failure to a
factor that you can control.

The internal/external dimension seems to be closely
related to feelings of confidence, self-esteem, pride, guilt,
or shame. If success or failure is attributed to internal fac-
tors (i.e., skill, effort), success will lead to pride and
increased motivation, whereas failure will lead to shame. If
the causes are seen as external, gratitude could follow suc-
cess and anger could follow failure. This dimension is
closely related to Rotter’s (1954) idea of locus of control.
Sometimes individuals believe they are responsible for
their own fate and like to work in situations where skills
and effort can lead to success. Other people tend to have an
external locus of control and generally believe that people
and forces outside of themselves control their lives. These
individuals prefer to work in situations where luck deter-
mines the outcome.

The stability dimension seems to be closely related to
expectations about the future. If, for example, students
attribute their success (or failure) to stable factors such as
ability or difficulty of the test, they are likely to expect to
succeed (or fail) on similar tasks in the future. But if they
attribute the outcome to unstable factors such as mood or
luck, they are likely to expect changes in the future when
confronted with similar tasks.

The control dimension is related to both confidence and
future expectations. A student who attributes a high grade
on an American History exam to controllable factors takes
pride in the grade and expects to achieve a similar grade on
future tests. But if the student thinks the grade had very lit-
tle or nothing to do with controllable factors (Boy, did I
luck out!), he or she is likely only to feel grateful and hope
that the good luck will continue.



According to cognitive theory, how we classify attribu-
tions can affect our performance on future tasks. If you
believe a failure is controllable (say, the result of low
effort), you may be spurred by that failure to do better next
time. If you believe, however, that you cannot control who
or what caused the failure, you may not even try to
improve your performance. Failure itself is not always
harmful; what does the damage is attributing failure to
causes over which you have no control.

A major component of cognitive theory that is related to
locus of control is learned helplessness, described as the
perception that one has no control over events. Learned
helplessness develops when students or teachers believe
that what happens has little or nothing to do with how
much effort they expend (Abramson, Seligman, & Teas-
dale, 1978). Many students from minority groups, poverty
backgrounds, and special education settings develop
extremely negative self-concepts when they perceive that
no matter what they do or can do, their teachers expect
them to do better or differently. Persistent students who are
also higher achievers tend to attribute success to what
they’re doing. Low achievers and less persistent students
more frequently attribute success to external causes. These
are the students who tend to exhibit learned helplessness
(Dweck, 1975).

Young children usually start school with high self-con-
cepts. No one has taught them that they can’t succeed. At
first, when they have difficulty, they attribute it to bad Iuck
or to the task at hand. Gradually, as they learn (or are told)
through repeated exposure that they are incompetent, they
learn to attribute failure to themselves (Buys & Winefield,
1982). Internal attributions can cause students who feel
helpless to have intense feelings of shame and self-doubt
(Covington & Omelich, 1981). At this point, whether stu-
dents believe that they have failed because of external caus-
es or lack of ability (internal causes), they’re equally likely
to believe in their helplessness and stop trying. Attribution
patterns are fairly stable over time and situations, but train-
ing programs can break self-defeating attributions in stu-
dents (Bar-Tal, Raviv, and Bar-Tal, 1982).

Covington and Beery (1976) described two types of stu-
dents: success-oriented and failure-avoiding. Success-ori-
ented students tend to believe that they can handle most
academic challenges. They do not view ability as an impor-
tant issue in learning. These students view success and fail-
ure as related to quality of efforts. Bar-Tal (1982) found
that success-oriented students attribute success to ability
and effort and failure to lack of proper effort. Success

improves further confidence; failure signals a need to try
harder. Success-oriented individuals are not threatened by
failure when it does occur because it doesn’t reflect on their
ability. Failure can be used to motivate already successful
students.

Failure-avoiding students tend to have a different set of
attributes. They attribute failure to lack of ability and
attribute success to external factors such as luck or easiness
of the task (Weiner & Kukla, 1970). These students blame
themselves for failure but take little credit for success. They
feel they have little control over their academic destiny.
They try to minimize pain by trying to avoid failure.
Severely failure-oriented students develop learned helpless-
ness. The individual sees no relationship between effort and
attainment of goals.

Attribution theory literature suggests that low-achieving
students are not all unmotivated. Many are very motivat-
ed—but to avoid failure rather than to succeed. Teachers
should spend more time learning about student beliefs
about causes for success and failure. Kifer (1975) found
that changes in locus of control and self-concept both occur -
gradually and with repeated experience with success or fail-
ure. One important goal is to establish classroom conditions
in which students learn that proper effort can lead to suc-
cess.

Other Factors Influencing Motivation to Learn

In addition to the theoretical perspectives described, sev-
eral additional factors have been associated with the link
between motivation and academic performance. These
include (a) anxiety, (b) self-concept, (c) teacher expecta-
tions, (d) the learning process, (e) goal structure, and (f)
incentives for learning.

Anxiety

Several behaviors of highly anxious students in learning
situations account for their low performance levels. Hill
and Wigfield (1984) found that highly anxious students
respond similarly to those with learned helplessness; they
tend to avoid failure because they fear negative evaluations.
They avoid evaluative situations and choose easy tasks in
which success is more certain. They also engage in failure-
avoiding strategies. Anxious students do not attend to tasks
in sufficient detail; they are preoccupied with negative self-
references or worry. As the teacher is presenting material,
anxious students are likely to be thinking about inadequa-
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cies that may make attempts to learn the material more dif-
ficult.

Anxious students have difficulty when instructional
methods require them to rely on short-term memory or
when they are asked to perform quickly. They have diffi-
culty learning material that is not well organized. Anxious
students tend to perform better when the teacher structures
information. Anxiety also may cause the student to have
social and academic problems. Highly anxious students
have lower self-concepts, blame themselves for failure, and
daydream excessively.

Self-Concept

Self-concept—one’s ideas or perceptions about one-
self—is one of the most important single factors affecting
behavior (Combs & Avila, 1985). Educators have become
increasingly aware of the impact that an individual’s self-
concept and self-esteem have on classroom behavior and
achievement. Students’ problems in school may be solely
attributable to the lack of a positive self-concept (Combs &
Avila, 1985).

The relationship between self-concept and achievement
has been discussed extensively in the psychology literature.
Students’ self-concept can be an important aspect in under-
standing how they deal with academic tasks. Many students
are caught in a vicious cycle; they believe they cannot per-
form well in a certain activity and they avoid it. Because
they avoid it, they fail to get practice in the activity and do
not perform well when they are asked to respond in class.
The negative experience caused by the inability to respond
correctly only reinforces their initial belief about their
inability. This cycle becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. A
negative self-image can be self-perpetuating. Over time it
can have a negative impact on academic achievement.

Teacher Expectations

Although debate and research continues, Rosenthal and
Jacobson’s (1968) investigation of teacher expectations
does point out a serious concern. In the classroom a teach-
er’s incorrect beliefs about a students’ abilities or behaviors
can bring about the behaviors the teacher expects. Several
researchers have found that teacher expectations can influ-
ence student performance (Cornbleth, Davis, & Button,
1974; Good, 1970: Pippert, 1969). Two kinds of expecta-
tion effects can occur: self-fulfilling prophecy and sustain-
ing expectation effect.

Self-fulfilling prophecy occurs when teacher beliefs
about students are incorrect, but student behavior comes to
match the initially inaccurate expectation. The sustaining
expectation effect occurs when teachers are fairly accurate
in their assessment of student abilities and respond to stu-
dents based on those judgments. The problem arises when
students show some improvement but the teacher does not
alter his or her expectations to take account of the improve-
ment. The chance to raise expectations, provide more
appropriate teaching and thus encourage higher student
achievement is lost.

Good and Brophy (1984) found that once teachers have
formed expectations about a student, they treat that student
in accordance with those expectations. Students who are
expected to achieve tend to be asked more and harder ques-
tions, are given more chances and longer time to respond,
and are interrupted less often than students who are expect-
ed to do poorly (Allington, 1980; Cornbleth, Davis, & But-
ton, 1974; Good & Brophy, 1984; Rosenthal, 1983).

Students for whom teachers have high expectations are
given clues and prompts—communicating their beliefs that
the student can answer the question (Rosenthal, 1983).
Teachers tend to be more encouraging in general toward
students for whom they have high expectations. They smile
at these students more often and show greater warmth
through nonverbal responses such as leaning toward the
student and nodding their heads as students speak (Wool-
folk and Brooks, 1982, 1985). In contrast, with students for
whom expectations are low, teachers ask easier questions,
allow less time for answering, and are much less likely to
give prompts.

Good and Brophy (1984) noted that teachers demand
better performance from high-achieving students, are less
likely to accept a poor answer, and praise them more for
good answers. Teachers are more likely, on the other hand,
to accept or even reinforce inadequate answers from low-
achieving students or criticize students for wrong answers.
Low-achieving students receive less praise than high-
achieving students for similar correct answers. On tests
when the answer is almost right, the teacher is more likely
to give the benefit of the doubt (and better grade) to high-
achieving students (Finn, 1972).

This inconsistent feedback is confusing for low-ability
students. Imagine how difficult it is to learn if your wrong
answers are sometimes praised, sometimes ignored, and
sometimes criticized, and your correct answer receives little
recognition (Good, 1983).



A student’s achievement motivation, aspiration level, and
self-concept may all be affected by teacher expectations.
Many students use the teacher’s behavior as a mirror in
which to see themselves. If the reflection says they are
incapable, self-esteem is likely to suffer. Brophy (1982)
found that, in general, the self-esteem of students who are
young, dependent, conforming, or who really like the
teacher is the most likely to be affected by teacher views.

The Learning Process

Keller (1983) suggested that four major dimensions of
the learning process affect motivation:

1. Interest—Ilearner curiosity.

2. Relevance—Ilearner perception that instruction is
related to personal needs or goals.

3. Expectancy—learner-perceived likelihood of success
and extent to which the student views success as
being under personal control.

4. Satisfaction—a learner’s intrinsic motivation and
reaction to extrinsic rewards.

Clearly, for learning to occur, one must pay attention to a
stimulus. According to Keller, interest is more likely to be
maintained if curiosity is stimulated and if students have an
opportunity to explore and manipulate various objects
physically or intellectually. Personal motivation also will
increase when individuals perceive that an instructional
task will satisfy a basic need, motive, or value. An individ-
ual’s expectation for success or failure also can affect per-
formance.

Teachers can increase expectations for success by pro-
viding successful experiences on meaningful, not trivial or
easy, tasks. They also can use instructional strategies that
offer students personal control over success. Feedback that
helps students relate success to personal ability and effort
also may increase student motivation.

In general, students benefit from feedback and informa-
tion that has pleasurable rather than aversive consequences.
They enjoy having the opportunity to make decisions and
to be rewarded occasionally for tasks for which they are at
least partially responsible.

Goal Structure

Johnson and Johnson (1978, 1987) have found that moti-
vation can be influenced greatly by the ways in which we
relate to the other people who are also involved in accom-
plishing a particular goal. Johnson and Johnson have

labeled this interpersonal factor the goal structure of the
task. The three basic structures are: cooperative, competi-
tive, and individualistic.

Cooperative Students work together to accomplish
shared goals. ,

Competitive Students work against each other to
achieve goals that only a few students
can attain.

Individualistic =~ One student’s achievement of the goal

is unrelated to other students’ achieve-
ment of the goal.

Several studies have shown that when the task involves
complex learning and problem-solving skills, cooperation
leads to higher achievement than does competition, espe-
cially for low-ability students (Davis, Laughlin, & Komori-
ta, 1976; Edwards &DeVries, 1974; Slavin, 1977). Johnson
and Johnson (1987) found that cooperative settings are
more likely to produce higher levels of motivation to learn,
because interaction patterns encourage and support efforts
to achieve. Their research has shown improved learning in
cross-ethnic and cross-handicapped groupings. Many
experts have pointed out detrimental effects of competition
in the classroom. Holt (1982) found that students who fear
failure in competitive situations spend most of the day fig-
uring out strategies to protect themselves in the classroom.
Competition appears to motivate students to avoid failure
rather than to focus on learning.

All three goal structures are effective under certain con-
ditions and are relevant to specific goals and objectives of a
lesson. Knowing when to use cooperative, competitive, and
individualistic learning is an important instructional deci-
sion that teachers must make.

Incentives for Learning

Not every lesson successfully completed will enhance a
sense of competence. Some activities necessarily involve
drill and repetition. A student may feel competent enough
to not have any intrinsic interest in working on the task to
improve his or her competence. In this case, the teacher
may decide to provide extrinsic reinforcement for success-
ful completion of work.

Some students—those with less ability, a low need for
achievement, inadequate preparation, a history of failing a
particular subject, or a poor academic self-concept—may
need extra incentives at the outset in order to tackle what,
for them, is a difficult task. In these situations the teacher
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may plan the lesson to include systematic reinforcement.
Caution should be observed, however, because external
rewards used inappropriately can undermine students’ natu-
ral interest in a subject (Cohen, 1985; Deci, 1975).

REMEDIAL STRATEGIES TO
INCREASE MOTIVATION

Apparent lack of motivation in a student may result from
a variety of underlying reasons such as those postulated in
the theories and factors just described. Unfortunately, there
is no panacea or cure-all for motivation deficits. Various
intervention approaches have been described in the educa-
tion and psychology literature. Several of these suggested
techniques and strategies will be described. Initially, how-
ever, teachers may want to consider interacting closely with
the student to attempt to get a better feel for the conditions
that may be at the heart of the motivation deficit. The
Teacher-Student Motivation Planning Form (Figure 2) may
provide an appropriate format for teacher-student interac-
tion.

Teacher-Student Motivation Planning Form

The Teacher-Student Motivation Planning Form provides a
format for recording and monitoring decisions about moti-
vation planning, as well as information about the student’s
present level of performance. This is given in Figure 2.
Some parts of the form are to be completed prior to a teach-
er-student conference; others are to be completed after
intervention, when results and possible revised plans are
being made. Teachers are urged to fill in each part of the
form so that it will provide as complete a profile as possi-
ble.

The Teacher-Student Motivation Planning Form consists
of the following sections: General Information, Current
Student Behavior, Desired Student Behavior, Teacher’s
Attributions, Student’s Attributions, Previous Plan and
Results, Current Plan, Results, and Revised Plan.

General Information

This part of the form provides space for the student’s
name, school, date of birth, age, grade in school or specific
class period, teacher’s name, and the current date.

Current Student Behavior

The teacher’s goal for this student behavior is to be stat-
ed; for example, “To pass this course, Bill must turn in each
homework assignment.”

Teacher’s Attributions

Performance is the only visible indicator of achievement
motivation. When a student succeeds or fails at a task, we
naturally think about who or what was behind the success
or failure. Here the teacher would describe his or her own
attributions about the current student behavior. Teachers
may attribute student success to the student’s home condi-
tions, effort, interest, and their own teaching skill. The
teacher must honestly look at his or her perception of the
student behavior. Often, teachers will see a variety of inter-
related factors—some of which the teacher can control
(length of assignment, reinforcers, grading procedures) and
those he or she cannot (student’s physical health, parental
cooperation, and lack of time for homework because of
employment or family demands).

Student’s Attributions

During a conference situation, in which a sense of rap-
port and true nonthreatening concern have been expressed,
the student is asked for attributions concerning the behav-
jor. Students probably will attribute their performance to
some combination of effort, ability, mood, task difficulty,
and luck. Teachers are cautioned to record the student’s
answers without judgmental responses. or facial expres-
sions.

Previous Plan and Results

Unfortunately, many students have a long history of
social and academic behaviors that interfere with success.
In this section teachers should list any previous classroom
intervention to modify this behavior. They will want to
probe the student and professional colleagues about previ-
ous attempts to modify this type of behavior. For example,
an explanation of past token economies and contingency
management techniques could be described, along with
their results. If previous attempts have failed, the teacher
will want to carefully consider whether other similar mea-
sures would be successful.

The teacher also may gain important insights on how to
modify previously unsuccessful techniques. The student
should be asked about the success or failure of previous
interventions. Often the student’s perception of these
attempts adds anecdotal information that will guide the
planning process.

Current Plan

After completing the previous sections, the teacher and
student collaboratively decide on a course of action. A real-



Student: School:

Date of Birth: Age: Grade/Class:

Teacher: Date:

Current Student Behavior:

Desired Student Behavior:

Teacher’s Attributions:

Student’s Attributions:

Previous Plan (if any) and Results:

Current Plan:
Realistic Short-Term Goal:
Modifications Necessary for Success:
Assessment:

Next Conference Date:

Results:

Revised Plan (if necessary):

FIGURE 2
Teacher-Student Motivation Planning Form
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istic short-term goal must be agreed upon. In most cases
teachers cannot expect a complete reversal of current stu-
dent behavior overnight. Likewise, students cannot expect
to continue an undesirable classroom behavior without at
least some modification. Once again, an atmosphere of
mutual respect and commitment to change will facilitate the
creation of a realistic goal.

Usually some modifications will have to be considered if
a realistic short-term goal is to be reached. As an example,
the teacher might give serious consideration to the types of
homework being assigned. Because homework is designed
as an independent activity, a student may need more time in
teacher-directed and dependent activities before this type of
homework can be completed.

The assessment phase of the current plan should state
how both teacher and student will record the progress or
lack of progress; for example, “Both Bill and Mrs. Jones
will record each math assignment at the beginning of
class.” Having the student record his or her own perfor-
mance helps put ownership of the realistic short-term goal
with the student.

The.last decision to be made in this section is to schedule
a future conference to discuss the results. Because this
planning form is geared to realistic short-term goals, a sub-
sequent conference probably should be scheduled within
days or weeks of the plan’s implementation.

Results

This section should include a descriptive analysis of the
plan’s effectiveness, along with supporting data. If the
results show that the short-term goal has not been met, the
teacher should go on to the next section, Revised Plan.

Revised Plan

The process is repeated. A new conference would be
held, during which both the student and the teacher formu-
late a new strategy with particular emphasis on not repeat-
ing the parts of the previous plan that contributed to its fail-
ure.

Guidelines for Classroom Motivation

Once teachers have a clearer idea of variables influenc-
ing current student motivation and performance in the
classroom, more appropriate goals and intervention strate-
gies can be targeted. Although many educators and cogni-
tive psychologists now believe that children are responsible

for their own learning (Reid & Hresko, 1981), classroom
teachers still control the vast majority of instructional vari-
ables. Various strategies and techniques that have been pre-
sented in the education and psychology literature on student
motivation are discussed next. These guidelines have
proven effective for some students in some situations.

Competitive, Noncompetitive, and Cooperative
Learning Structures

Some students thrive in situations in which competition
is essential for success. A spelling bee or a multiplication
fact card game with only one “real winner” are two exam-
ples of competitive classroom structures. When all partici-
pants are evenly matched, a competitive game or contest
can be exciting and rewarding for all, especially if winners
are likely to change from one match to the next.

Noncompetitive structures emphasize individual learning
and individual effort. In a sense, students do compete, but
only with their own past performance. This kind of struc-
ture allows for more winners and permits a greater number
of students to feel competent.

In a cooperative learning structure, students usually work
in small groups for group rewards. All members of a group,
both high and low achievers, learn to work together for
rewards that each member will share. When properly intro-
duced and supervised, this type of classroom arrangement
can be successful. Optimally, cooperative learning allows
each student to display his or her strength while becoming
more aware of the needs of others.

Choosing a competitive, noncompetitive, or cooperative
learning structure is an individual teacher decision. Differ-
ent activities within any given day may successfully incor-
porate one or more structures. Certainly the world outside
the classroom demands a shift from structure to structure.
Why should the child’s world within the classroom be any
different?

Unidimensional and Multidimensional Classrooms

Rosenholtz and Simpson (1984) have stated that most
teachers expect all students to be working on similar tasks
at any given time. Even in classrooms for children with
special needs, teachers typically expect this same type of
conformity, albeit with more individual flexibility than reg-
ular classrooms. This type of classroom is commonly
referred to as “unidimensional.”

Unidimensional classrooms can be stressful for students
who are performing significantly above or below the nor-
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mal range of achievement. Often, teachers unknowingly
contribute to this stress by placing an individual student in
an activity that he or she is developmentally unprepared to
master. Hudson, Colson, and Braxdale (1984) have pro-
posed a hierarchy of levels of teacher presentation to match
each child’s current level of functioning. For example, one
student may recall the capital of Kansas as Topeka, while
another may need several choices because he or she is func-
tioning at the lower recognition level.

In multidimensional classrooms, individual students
often work on different tasks. The key to success in these
types of classrooms rests on the accuracy of assessment
information gathered on individual students. Norm-refer-
enced tests, which provide scores that are mistakenly
matched to grade-level curricula, further complicate teach-
ers’ attempts to structure successful multidimensional
classrooms. Current curriculum-based assessment tools,
such as the Hudson Education Skills Inventory (Hudson,
Colson, Welch, Banikowski, & Mehring, 1989), give teach-
ers more accurate information to plan appropriate instruc-
tion for a wide range of student performance within the
same classroom.

Intrinsic and Extrinsic Reinforcers

During various activities some students appear to be
unaffected by environmental variables. Motivation without
apparent reward is called intrinsic. Some theorists believe
that intrinsically motivated students have developed self-
reinforcement processes that can be traced back to some
earlier, external reinforcer. For example, a student may
have initially turned in assignments in the best handwriting
because the teacher rewarded this effort with a sticker or
praise. Now this same student may turn in the same quality
penmanship for internal feelings of satisfaction of a job
well done.

Children with special needs may require a varied menu
of both intrinsic and extrinsic rewards. Too often, educators
insist that classroom rewards be either all intrinsic or all
extrinsic. Motivating all behavior with extrinsic rewards
can set. up unrealistic expectations for the child outside the
classroom. Likewise, asking students to rely solely on
intrinsic motivators hardly approximates life for most
adults. How many workers would continue to be effective
for purely intrinsic rewards, forsaking paychecks and praise
from co-workers and supervisors?

Systematic reinforcement, in the form of teacher praise,
free time, or the chance to play educationally relevant

games, may make school life more pleasant and may assist
students to become more involved in learning. Token
economies also have been found to be effective in improv-
ing the academic and social behaviors of many exceptional
students (McLaughlin, 1975; O’Leary & Drabman, 1971).
Cohen (1973) and others have found contingency manage-
ment contracting to be a particularly effective method of
external motivation at the secondary level.

Motivational Techniques in Teaching

Gage and Berliner (1988) have listed 15 techniques that
are supported by research as increasing motivation in the
classroom.

1. Begin the lesson by giving students a reason to be

motivated. .

Tell students exactly what you want accomplished.

Have students set short-term goals.

Give verbal and written praise.

Use tests and grades judiciously.

Capitalize on the arousal value of suspense, discov-

ery, curiosity, and exploration.

Occasionally do the unexpected.

Whet the appetite.

Use familiar material for examples.

Use unique and unexpected contexts when applying

concepts and principles.

11. Make students use what they have previously
learned.

12. Use simulations and games. ‘

13. Minimize the attractiveness of competition.

14. Minimize any unpleasant consequences of student
involvement—i.e., use positive reinforcement.

15. Understand the social climate of the school. (pp.
378-389)

SvA W

._.
S PY»®N

Dembo (1988) suggested several additional classroom
applications for enhancing student motivation:

1. Focus and maintain student attention through arous-
ing student curiosity. This can be accomplished by
introducing something that is novel, different, or
unusual.

2. Consider varying levels of ability in students, and
encourage them to put forth maximum effort consis-
tent with their ability. Differentiated assignments,
materials, and evaluation standards will assist stu-
dents to set more realistic aspirations. Assisting stu-
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dents to experience success will lead to increased
achievement motivation.

3. When students do not experience success, give feed-
back in the form of concrete steps that will lead to
improvement.

4. Actively involve students in the learning process.
Provide them with opportunities to “select activities,
assignments, due dates, and those with whom they
work, as well as their own methods and pace of
learning” (p. 210).

5. Reduce anxiety by providing sufficient time to com-
plete assignments, tests, and other work.

Structured learning situations rather than independent
study, discussion groups, or other types of student-directed
learning activities also may be beneficial. Diagrams, out-
lines, and other organizational strategies also can aid in
reducing anxiety. Teaching students relaxation techniques
may be an additional option. Dembo’s most important sug-
gestion is that teachers should not wait for students to
become motivated; the teacher should act!

Brophy and Kher (1985) suggested that in order to devel-
op positive motivation, negative attitudes must be eliminat-
ed. Specific strategies for overcoming negative attitudes
include the following:

1. Be a patient, encouraging teacher who supports

learning efforts.

2. Provide an appropriate match between student ability
and task difficulty.

3. Provide tasks that are sufficiently varied and interest-
ing. .

4. Be ateacher who generally presents tasks as learning
opportunities with which he or she will assist stu-
dents rather than as ordeals to be endured to get good
grades or to please the teacher. (p. 445)

Increasing Achievement Motivation/
Improving Student Attributions

Students with high achievement needs but equally high
failure fears are likely to select relatively easy, clearly man-
ageable tasks. Students with high achievement motivation,
and little fear of failure are likely to select tasks that more
fully test their limits. Teachers can help students engage in
goal-relevant tasks by reducing fear of failure, helping to
develop positive achievement motivation, and manipulating
task incentives. Differential assignments also may have
major effects on student performance. It is critical to help

students perceive the relationship between their efforts and
success. One way to facilitate this perception is to teach
students how to explain success or failure on the basis of
actual causal factors (I failed the test because I went to the
ballgame last night instead of studying) rather than on the
basis of habit (I failed because I'm stupid). Assisting stu-
dents in learning how to set realistic goals also improves
motivation and positive attributions toward learning.

Peer Tutoring

Buddy systems or peer tutoring can be used to effective-
ly motivate student behavior. This technique has the added
advantage of allowing peer tutors to be responsible for
assisting other students and increasing their own subject
matter knowledge. Training peer tutors through teacher
modeling or role playing appropriate tutoring behaviors
increases the effectiveness of the peer tutoring model.

Motivation Strategies

Good and Brophy (1986) described forty specific strate-
gies which could be implemented in classrooms to improve
motivation. Since this listing is far too numerous and
detailed to summarize in this article, the reader is encour-
aged to go directly to the source listed in the reference sec-
tion. Strategies are grouped into five major categories
including: task design and selection strategies, strategies
that involve imposing external reward systems, effective
instruction strategies, success oriented strategies, and
metacognitive strategies.

Van Reusen, Box, Schumaker, and Deshler (1987)
designed an Educational Planning Strategy. The initial goal
of this strategy was to train students to be more actively
involved in the development of their individualized educa-
tional programs. The skills acquired as the result of instruc-
tion in this strategy, in addition, would assist most students
to be more knowledgeable about their own learning and
social strengths and weaknesses and equip them with spe-
cific skills to interact more confidently in a variety of set-
tings. The strategy has proven to be effective in assisting
students to take a more active role in decision making.

SUMMARY

Current research indicates a strong correlation between
motivation and effective learning in regular and special
needs students. Research also tells us that motivation levels
can be changed over time. Before embarking on an inter-
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vention plan, however, teachers may find value in review-
ing basic theories of motivation in an attempt to detect vari-
ables that may be affecting student motivation. The Teach-
er-Student Motivation Planning Form provides a format
and process that teachers might use to facilitate this investi-
gation. Once factors influencing student motivation are
identified, alternative strategies may be implemented to
influence students’ active involvement in the learning pro-
cess. There is no single motivation-enhancing intervention
approach. Different techniques or strategies are effective
with each student. Methods also may have to be varied over
time or as effectiveness decreases. Reemphasis of Dembo’s
(1988) comment is an appropriate summary statement:
Teachers should not wait for students to become motivated:
They should act!
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STATISTICAL UPDATE: Number of Learning Disabled Children 3-21 Years Old Served
By Educational Environments School Year 1986-1987

PUBLIC - PRIVATE PUBLIC PRIVATE HOMEBOUND
REGULAR RESOURCE SEPARATE SEPARATE SEPARATE RESIDENTIAL RESIDENTIAL HOSPITAL EN~ CORRECTION

STATE CLASSES  ROOM  CLASSES FACILITY FACILITY  FACILITY  FACILITY  VIRONMENT FACILITIES
ALABAMA - 27,168 1,541 ] 22 - 198 ) 75
ALASKA 2,437 3,068 1,110 [ ° 3 0 13 )
ARIZ0NA 166 22,463 5,156 ] 1 ) 7 ] 1
ARKANSAS 3,948 17,682 1,132 13 32 1 14 25 126
CALIFORNIA 5,535 147,948 65,726 - 737 - - - 219
COLORADO ) 3,182 17,636 1,638 19 27 ) 9 14 59
CONNECT I CUT 2,522 20,248 6,496 229 230 36 53 25 10
DELAWARE 1,683 3,562 1,218 550 2 1 5 18 ]
DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA ) 3,058 3 177 138 ] 4 e 23
FLORIDA 9,653 43,340 16,435 676 15 [’ 5 9 57
GEORGIA 261 21,248 4,241 5 2 ° 5 8 25
HAWAL § 2,445 3,920 1,041 [ 2 3 0 0 15
1DAHO 4,984 4,436 12 183 ] ) ° ] 1
ILLINOIS 3,808 66,809 29,628 901 159 15 20 24 21
INDIANA 815 25,763 8,424 62 0 1 1 2 [
1OWA 217 17,498 4,3% - - ] - 4 2
KANSAS 15,001 - 1,684 59 8 1 25 15 35
KENTUCKY 910 18,385 2,187 220 1 ] ] 34 26
LOUISTANA 7.624 12,803 10,493 407 138 44 14 7 53
MAINE 4,940 4,484 543 14 32 ] 6 9 42
MARYLAND 13,718 13,406 17,473 270 15 ) 3 50 290
MASSACHUSETTS 4,158  39,9¢5 9,795 945 1,376 245 237 363 30
MICHIGAN 24,129 26,011 13,635 775 - 6 20 128 182
MINNESOTA 4,932 28,291 3,395 151 - ] - 25 20
MISSISSIPPI 6,140 13,476 4,631 89 ° ° ° 19 9
MISSOUR! 557 38,262 4,717 e 624 [ - 15 22¢
MONTANA 3,367 3,264 882 22 ] [ 0 2 6
NEBRASKA 2,189 9,109 869 e 4 ] ] ] 55
NEVADA 1,611 5,834 637 ] e [ ] 3 55
NEW HAMPSHIRE 5,701 2,213 1,286 0 138 2 42 5 2
NEW JERSEY 9,691 30,849 31,536 2,346 1,293 9 14 104 112
NEW MEX1CO 7.780 4,617 632 9 25 ] 0 1 19
NEW YORK 1,052 80,401 62,105 6,933 515 8 132 280 193
NORTH CAROLINA 15,721 24,570 3,624 108 14 [ 1 3 54
NORTH DAKOTA 4,207 761 156 31 1 1 2 2 ]
oHIO 22,927 39,687 9,963 76 1,816 ] 0 23 231
OKLAHOMA 14,194 15,245 956 1 2 63 1 10 -
OREGON 14,419 19,270 1,139 1 67 [ 8 35 78
PENNSYLVANIA 14,935 32,6905 27,052 608 1,172 39 88 47 18
PUERTO RICO 692 6,255 935 107 105 " 3 53 5
RHODE 1SLAND 6,537 2,413 3,395 1 58 ) 20 12 [
SOUTH CAROLINA 2,056 18,219 4,242 54 ° ) 1 8 99
SOUTH DAKOTA 530 4,592 203 ) ) 1 7 t 1
TENNESSEE 5,604 32,513 6,107 151 22 4 6 28 74
TEXAS 4,008 122,962 16,928 5,933 296 13 1 6,430 225
UTAH 6,350 9,746 1,028 6 [ ) 0 29 1
VERMONT 1,989 2,399 28 5 1 ] 22 3 0
VIRGINIA 8,646 24,199 12,836 130 17 6 51 16 116
WASHINGTON 11,249 17,445 3,961 47 34 ] ) 30 139
WEST VIRGINIA 5,991 11,832 2,336 [ ] 5 1 9 31
WISCONSIN 6,512 13,685 2,491 14 6 1 0 10 39
WYOMING 1,878 2,959 194 2 ) 1 3 7 1
AVERICAN SAMOA e ) ) [ ] ] [ [} 0
GUAM 266 260 229 [ ] ) ) 0 -
NORTHERN MARIANAS 44 62 2 [ ) ) e ) °
TRUST TERRITORIES - - - - - - - - -
VIRGIN ISLANDS - - - - - - - - -
BUR. OF INDIAN AFFAIRS 370 2,663 293 12 [] ) ] ) ]
U.S. & INSULAR AREAS - 304,551 1,162,789 412,717 22,3711 9,677 638 1,029 8,022 3,198
50 STATES, D.C. & P.R. 303,871 1,159,804 412,193 22,359 9,677 638 1,029 8,022 3,198

Source: From Eleventh Annual Report to Congress on the Implementation of the Education of the Handicapped Act (p. A-40), 1989,
U.S. Department of Education. Data as of October 1, 1988. ) )
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NEW BOOKS

Negotiating the Special Education Maze:

* A Guide for Parents and Teachers

by Winifred Anderson, Stephen Chitwood,
and Diedre Hayden

This new second edition is completely revised and
updated. It shows parents how to be educational advocates
for their children and encourages them to be equal partners
in all decisions that affect their child’s education. It tells
how the school systems work, the services available, and
explains rights and benefits. It includes checklists, exercis-
es, and charts to help parents. It is published by Woodbine

’House, 5615 Fishers Lane, Rockville, MD 20852.

Improving Classroom Behaviour: New Directions
for Teachers and Pupils

by Denis Mongon and Susan Hart

This book is about children whose behavior causes
distress in the schools. It suggests teachers, parents, and
administrators must work together. The book provides a
framework, a format, and a structure, with a continuing
process of exploration and discovery. The book was written
by authors from London and gives a perspective that seri-
ous professionals will want to examine. It is available from
Teachers College Press, Columbia University, New York,
NY 10027.



