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The Problem
Change and transition are significant themes in the lives of adolescents. The transition from elementary to middle school can have a detrimental effect on the academic motivation and achievement of some students. Few motivation studies have looked at the student perspective before developing theoretical models of motivation. The focus of this study (Gomez, 2005) was to identify and understand the factors of motivation from the perspective of middle school students, developing grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) through the data.

Phase One of the Study
The Research Questions

1. How do middle school students perceive motivation?

2. How do middle school students’ perceptions compare with goal orientation theory, the predominant theoretical framework for adolescent motivation research?

The Setting

Seventh grade students from a Texas middle school participated in a four month multi-component research study which included a self-report survey about school motivation, classroom observations, a focus group, and individual interviews. This session will present the results of the focus group and individual interviews. 

The Method and Results

The focus group consisted of eight students who were purposefully selected to represent the diverse student population in terms of gender, ethnicity, achievement level, and self-reported goal orientation. Using the Interactive Qualitative Analysis (IQA) method developed by Northcutt and McCoy (2004), the students identified five factors that influence their academic motivation. 

· Assignments: the types of assignments given in class

· Feelings: student feelings that they believed influenced their motivation

· Social Life: the students’ social lives were an important part of their motivation for being at school

· Student Choice: the students’ perceived control over their activities and work at school

· Teacher Actions: specific things teachers did in class that increased or decreased student motivation to work in that class

The students then identified the cause and effect relationships between all of the factors. This data was analyzed following the IQA process and it led to the creation of a new system of motivation. The system is made up of drivers and outcomes. 

In order to confirm the new motivation system, individual interviews were conducted with seven other students who were also purposefully selected to represent the diversity of the students. These students were asked to share any experiences they had with each of the identified influences and their motivation at school. The interview participants were also asked to identify cause and effect relationships between the factors. In addition, the students were asked to identify anything else they thought affected their motivation. Through the interview process, two new potential factors were defined.

· Family Involvement: ways in which the family influenced school or school-related activities

· Future Impact: students’ perceptions of how their current school work or school-related choices could impact their futures  

Analyzing data from the focus group and the interview participants, a final version of the motivation system was developed. The system does not include the new potential factors (Family Involvement and Future Impact) defined in the interviews, because the focus group students did not have an opportunity to confirm the new factors and provide cause and effect data about them.

New Theory Based on Student Voices


In this system, the primary driver is the teacher’s actions. The students’ system of motivation begins with the teacher. The teacher actions are the cause of the assignments given in class. The assignments affect the student’ social lives in various ways. This can cause the students to have less time for social interactions or assignments can cause students to interact because of group work opportunities. The students’ social lives provide the foundation for the students’ feelings toward school related activities. Their feelings influence how they perceive their choices in school. Students make choices about completing work or participating based on their feelings. The choices they make affect their achievement on assignments. 

Phase Two of the Study
The Research Question

1. How closely does the content of self-report surveys currently in use with motivation research on adolescents match the model of motivation derived from my research with middle school students?

The Method and Results

The contents of nine published surveys purporting to measure adolescent motivation were analyzed. Every item in each survey was compared to the five confirmed and two potential factors of motivation identified by the seventh grade students in phase one of the research. The surveys used for the content analysis are listed below.

· Patterns of Adaptive Learning Scales—PALS (Midgley et al., 2000)

· Motivated Strategies for Learning Questionnaire—MSLQ (Duncan & McKeachie, 2005)

· Goal Orientation and Learning Strategies Survey—GOALS-S (Dowson & McInerney, 2004)

· Learning and Study Strategies Inventory-High School Version—LASSI-HS (Weinstein & Palmer, 1990)

· Motivation Orientation Scales—MOS (Nicholls, 1989)

· California Measure of Mental Motivation—CM3 Level II Plus (Giancarlo, 2006)

· School Attitude Assessment Survey-Revised—SAAS-R (McCoach & Siegle, 2003)

· Achievement Goal Questionnaire—AGQ (Elliot & McGregor, 2001)

· Achievement Goal Questionnaire-Revised—AGQ-R (Finney, Peiper, & Barron, 2004)

Two important conclusions came from the data analysis. First, only one survey addressed each of the seven factors of motivation identified in my original research by middle school students. That survey was the Patterns of Adaptive Learning Scales (Midgley et al., 2000). The table below shows which of the seven motivation factors were addressed by each of the surveys analyzed.

	
	PALS
	MSLQ
	GOALS-S
	LASSI-HS
	MOS
	CM3 Level II Plus
	SAAS-R
	AGQ
	AGQ-R

	Assignments
	X
	X
	
	X
	X
	X
	
	
	

	Social Life
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	
	
	
	

	Teacher Actions
	X
	
	
	
	X
	X
	X
	
	

	Student Control
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	
	
	
	

	Feelings
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X

	Family Influence 
	X
	X
	X
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Future Implications
	X
	X
	X
	X
	
	X
	X
	
	


The second major finding from the content analysis was that the theoretical framework for the surveys did not match the theoretical framework for the new theory of motivation developed by the middle school students. The majority of the surveys, seven of the nine instruments, were based on goal orientation theory. Goal orientation did not have a major role in the students’ system of motivation. Most surveys also had a learning strategy component that was not applicable to the motivation system developed by the middle school students. Because none of the surveys matches the theoretical framework developed as a result of the new motivation theory based on student voices, a new self-report instrument needs to be developed that more closely aligns with the students’ perceptions of motivational factors.

Implications
· The students’ system of motivation begins with the teacher. Therefore, teacher actions in the classroom affect student motivation in a significant way. During the focus group and interview sessions, students commented specifically on the positive motivating influence teachers who spent time helping them individually. Students preferred one-on-one and small group interaction to whole class instruction.

· Students in the study stated a preference for assignments that were more project-oriented and allowed them to work with peers. The social interaction allowed during some assignments was an important motivating factor.

· Students felt the need to have a sense of choice or control over their choices in school activities and assignments. 

· The students’ feelings are closely tied to their sense of choice and their social lives. Emotional distress affects their sense of control and in turn, that affects their effort and achievement on school-related tasks.

Classroom Suggestions
· Limit the amount of whole class instruction only to times when it is the most efficient method of instruction.

· Use instructional methods that build interest in the topic.

· Scaffold instruction based on student need. One-on-one positive encounters to receive help from the teacher are perceived as highly motivating.

· Provide meaningful, complex assignments that allow students to demonstrate proficiency in multiple modalities.

· Encourage social interaction during work time in class.

· Remember that middle school students’ lives are dominated by their feelings and their social lives. Emotions and social concerns cannot be ignored or minimized in the classroom. 

· Whenever possible, allow for authentic choices in the classroom. Allow students options for assignments or projects. Let the students have input into curriculum decisions when possible. Give students input into classroom routines or procedures. 

· The students want their voices heard. Listen with an open mind. Students who feel that their teachers listen and genuinely respond are more motivated.

The students did not say anything through the study that was not already known about best practice. But, the student voice is important. How can student voices influence classroom practices to make them more closely aligned with student needs? Clearly, we need to listen to the students. Teacher preparation programs and professional development courses for in-service teachers should address the affinities defined by the students. Emphasis needs to be placed on the crucial role that teacher actions and decisions have in the motivational system for middle school students.

References
Dowson, M., & McInerney, D. M. (2004). The development and validation of the goal orientation and learning strategies survey (GOALS-S). Educational and Psychological Measurement, 64(2), 290-310.

Duncan, T. G., & McKeachie, W. J. (2005). The making of the motivated strategies for learning questionnaire. Educational Psychologist, 40(2), 117-128. 
Elliot, A. J., & McGregor, H. A. (2001). A 2 X 2 achievement goal framework. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 80, 501-519.

Finney, S. J., Pieper, S. L., & Barron, K. E. (2004). Examining the psychometric properties of the achievement goal questionnaire in a general academic context. Educational and Psychological Measurement,64,365-382.

Giancarlo, C. A. F. (2006). California measure of mental motivation (CM3): An inventory of critical thinking dispositions user manual. Millbrae, CA: Insight Asessment.

Glaser, B., & Strauss, A. (1967). Discovery of grounded theory. Chicago: Aldine.

Gomez, K. A. (2005). Motivation at the middle school level: A comparison of students’ perceptions with current motivation and goal orientation theory (Doctoral dissertation, Texas A&M University-Commerce, 2005). Dissertation Abstracts International, 66(11a), 3974.

McCoach, D. B., & Siegle, D. (2003). The school attitude assessment survey-revised: A new instrument to identify academically able students who underachieve. Educational and Psychological Measurement, 63, 414-429.
Midgley,C., Maehr, M. L., Hruda, L. Z., Anderman, E., Anderman, L., Freeman, K. L., Gheen, M., Kaplan, A., Kumar, R., Middleton, M. J., Nelson, J., Roeser, R., & Urdan, T. (2000). Manual for the Patterns of Adaptive Learning Scales. University of Michigan.
Nicholls, J. G. (1989). The competitive ethos and democratic education.Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Weinstein, C. E., & Palmer, D. R. (1990). LASSI-HS User's Manual. Clearwater, FL: H&H Publishing.
Assignments





Social Life





Teacher Actions





Feelings





Student Choice








Texas Middle School Association                                                                             Gomez, page 1



33rd Annual Conference and Exhibit, Austin

February 21-28, 2008


