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Motivation, one of the foremost problems in education, is often inadequately addressed 
in typical foundational (educational psychology) courses. In this article, Ames clarifies 
the complex construct of motivation as it relates to learning and offers revamped curriculum 
that applies motivation theory and research to practice. She recommends instruction in how 
motivation constructs relate to each other, to developmental changes, to individual and 
culturally related differences, and to the classroom context. 

There are three things to remember about education. The first one is 
motivation. The second one is motivation. The third one is motivation. 

-Terrell H. Bell 

What is it about the academic motivation of students that teachers should know? 
Certainly, knowledge of motivation concepts, principles, and theories should 
be basic elements in a foundations course in educational psychology, but this 
is not really what educational psychology should be about. Teachers need to 
know how this conceptual knowledge relates to the classroom and to their in- 
structional role in the classroom. Teachers also need to know how to rely on 
this knowledge when dealing with issues that involve motivational concerns 
and when making instructional decisions. 

For example, consider a not very unusual problem facing a teacher about 
homework. How can a teacher set homework policy so that students complete 
the homework and still maintain their interest in the material? Teacher A’s 
policy states that all homework must be turned in daily, that all homework 
will be graded daily with letter or percentage grades, and that homework counts 
for 30 percent of the quarter grade. Teacher B’s policy states that students 
are to spend no more than thirty minutes per night on homework, that home- 
work will be graded satisfactory or unsatisfactory, that students can redo and 
correct their work, and that homework counts for 10 percent of the quarter 
grade. We may think the stringency of Teacher A’s policy might be more effec- 
tive, but research on motivation would suggest that Teacher B’s policy is more 
likely to fulfill both objectives. At the classroom level, teachers are often faced 
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with a child who continually avoids challenge. At the building level, teachers 
must come together and decide how to structure a reading program so that 
students will read more but also enjoy reading more. These are simple examples 
of everyday problems and decisions that involve motivation questions. 

Student motivation has, for some time, been described as one of the fore- 
most problems in education. 1 It is certainly one of the problems most com- 
monly cited by teachers. Motivation is important because it contributes to 
achievement, but it is also important itself as an outcome. 

Motivation is not synonymous with achievement, and student motivation 
cannot necessarily be inferred by looking at achievement test scores. Immediate 
achievement and test performance are determined by a variety of factors and 
may even be assured through a variety of ways, and some practices that serve 
to increase immediate achievement may actually have the effect of diminishing 
students’ interest in learning as well as their long-term involvement in learning. 
When we talk about motivation as an outcome, we are concerned with students’ 
"motivation to learn."2 If we place a value on developing a motivation to learn in 
students, we are concerned with whether students initiate learning activities 
and maintain an involvement in learning as well as a commitment to the process 
of learning. Effective schools and effective teachers are those who develop goals, 
beliefs, and attitudes in students that will sustain a long-term involvement 
and that will contribute to quality involvement in learning. 

If we evaluate our schools and classrooms strictly by how much students 
achieve, we can easily lose sight of these other educational goals and values. 
We not only want students to achieve, we want them to value the process 
of learning and the improvement of their skills, we want them to willingly 
put forth the necessary effort to develop and apply their skills and knowledge, 
and we want them to develop a long-term commitment to learning.3 It is in 
this sense that motivation is an outcome of education. Students who elect to 
take advanced science classes because they want to learn more and not just 
because they think they can do well is an example of this outcome. 

It is therefore a first priority to help teachers develop an understanding of 
why motivation is important. This, indeed, may be a challenge when educa- 
tional psychology textbooks typically allot only one chapter to motivation, 
and this chapter usually provides little more than an overview of theories and 
concepts. Moreover, topics that are intricately related to motivation, such as 
classroom management, individual differences, testing and evaluation, 
grouping, and family, are often treated in separate chapters with little or no 
linkage to motivational concepts and without discussion of motivational 
processes. Educational psychology is about application; it is not enough to 
highlight theories or review basic constructs and dot these presentations with 
a few examples. 

Motivation has often been characterized within what has been called a 



quantitative view of motivation, 4 in which motivation has been described as 
the intensity of behavior, the direction of behavior, and the duration of behavior.5 
The question for classroom teachers is how to get students to do what you 
want them to do and to do it consistently over time. This focus, however, 
does not help us in thinking about how to develop and nurture a motivation 
to learn in students. 

Rather than the duration of behavior (or what has been called engaged 
time), we need to think about the quality of task engagement. Students need 
to develop motivational thought patterns that contribute to self-regulated 
learning. Observing students’ time on task does not tell us about what they 
are attending to, how they are processing information, how they are reacting 
to their performance, and how they are interpreting feedback. What is criti- 
cal is the quality of engaged time, not the duration of engaged time. 

Rather than the direction of behavior, we need to think about students’ 
goals or reasons for learning. Two students may choose to work on a science 
project or complete a math worksheet, but they may pursue quite different 
goals in doing so. A student who works for extrinsic rewards such as grades 
is likely to engage in very different thought processes and behaviors com- 
pared with the student who wants to learn something new about the subject 
matter or improve a skill. Students’ reasons for learning have important con- 
sequences for how they approach and engage in learning. 

Motivation is also not a matter of increasing the intensity of behavior. The 
task facing teachers is not one of maximizing or even optimizing the level 
of motivation; to suggest so perpetuates a view that motivation is a state of 
arousal or energy. What is assumed is that by increasing or optimizing this 
state, performance will be enhanced. What we often find, however, is that 
students can be equally motivated but for very different reasons. Often, it 
is not that the child is not motivated, but that the child is not motivated to 
do what we want him to do. Rather than focus on differentiating high, low, 
and optimally motivated students, we instead need to define adaptive and 
maladaptive or positive and negative motivation patterns and to understand 
how and why these patterns develop over time. 

MOTIVATION CONSTRUCTS 

To teach quantitative concepts such as duration, intensity, and direction is 
not going to help teachers understand how or why students develop adaptive, 
positive, or effective thought patterns. At a very general level, these thought 
patterns include goals, beliefs, and attitudes that are involved in how stu- 
dents approach learning situations, engage in the process of learning, and re- 
spond to learning experiences. Some examples are self-worth or self-concept 
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of ability, attributions, self-regulated learning, and achievement goals. We 
need to pay more attention to how teachers can become more successful in 
socializing these adaptive motivation patterns in students. To set the stage 
for some later points, let me briefly describe just a few of these constructs. 

SELF-WORTH 

Students’ self-worth is intricately tied to their self-concept of ability in school 
settings.6 This self-concept of ability or self-efficacy has significant conse- 
quences for student achievement behavior. Self-efficacy is an expectation or 
belief that one is capable of performing a specific task, organizing and carry- 
ing out required behaviors in a situation.7 Efficacy is not self-concept of abil- 
ity in a general sense; it is task- or situation-specific. One’s self-worth is im- 
plicated when the task is important and when one’s ability is threatened. 
Clearly, in the classroom, all tasks can be made important through the use 
of external rewards and certain evaluation procedures. Indeed, it is very dif- 
ficult to look in a classroom and determine what is or is not important to dif- 
ferent children. As a consequence, self-efficacy is often a critical factor pre- 
dicting children’s task choices, willingness to try and persist on difficult tasks, 
and even actual performance in many classrooms. 

At first glance, it may appear that increasing student’s self-efficacy is mere- 
ly a matter of increasing children’s confidence that they can do well. This is 
not necessarily the case. Consider an example where a teacher tells all her 
students that everyone’s story is going to become part of the class newspaper. 
Although all the children can expect success in getting their stories “pub- 
lished,” a child may still harbor intense doubts about whether he or she can 
write a story. The child’s self-confidence of ability to write the story has not 
been changed. Children’s self-efficacy does respond positively when they 
learn to set short-term, realistic goals and are shown how to make progress 
toward these goals. It is not a matter of convincing them they can do well 
or even guaranteeing it; it is giving them the strategies to do so. 

Children’s understanding about their ability is responsive to develop- 
mental changes as well as situational influences, and this also has important 
implications for practice. Young children tend to have an optimistic view of 
their ability, high expectations for success, and a sort of resilience after 
failure.8 Moreover, young children tend to equate effort with ability. To 
them, hard workers are smart and smart children work hard. As children 
progress through school, their perceptions of their ability decrease and tend 
to reflect the teacher’s evaluation of their ability. Older children’s self-evalua- 
tions are more responsive to failure or negative feedback, meaning that they 
are more likely to adjust their expectations downward after failing. Older 
children also develop a more differentiated view of effort and ability. While 
effort can increase the chance for success, ability sets the boundaries of what 
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one’s effort can achieve. Effort now becomes the “double-edged sword.“9 
Trying hard and failing threatens one’s self-concept of ability. 

What does this mean to teachers? First, for young children, praising their 
effort may actually convey to them a sense of confidence in their ability. Be- 
cause ability and effort are not well differentiated, praise for children’s efforts 
can enhance their self-confidence. However, this does not work with older 
children. To them, effort and ability are not the same, and they are more 
concerned with being perceived as able. It is at this point that teachers’ and 
students’ preferences diverge. While teachers may value effort and hard 
work, students prefer to maximize their chances for success and at the same 
time minimize their effort expenditure. Ability is important in most class- 
rooms; when students’ self-concept of ability is threatened, they display 
failure-avoidance motivation. 10 They engage in failure-avoiding tactics such 
as not trying, procrastinating, false effort, and even the denial of effort. Why 
would they do this when these behaviors most assuredly will increase the like- 
lihood of failure? What these behaviors accomplish is reducing the negative 
implications of failure. From the students’ point of view, failure without 
effort does not negatively reflect on their ability. What they have achieved 
is “failure with honor.“” 

ATTRIBUTIONS AND RELATED METACOGNITIVE BELIEFS 

The consequences of students’ attributions for success and failure for their 
subsequent achievement behavior have been well described in the research 
literature. Attributions are related to expectations about the likelihood of 
success, to judgments about one’s own ability, to emotional reactions of pride 
or hopelessness, and to a willingness to engage in effort-driven cognitions as 
in self-regulated learning. Over time, children who believe that failure is 
caused by a lack of ability are likely to exhibit a sense of helplessness. Low 
expectations, negative affect, and ineffective strategies characterize these 
children. Children with this dysfunctional attribution pattern are less likely 
to develop or enact those metacognitive skills that will enable them to tackle 
a wide range of classroom tasks. By contrast, children who perceive a rela- 
tionship between their own effort and success are likely to respond to failure 
or problem situations with a sense of hopefulness and engage in strategic task 
behavior. l2 

Related to attributional beliefs is students’ use of learning strategies and 
other self-regulated thought processes. These are effort-driven processes, and 
in that sense, they are motivational. They include, for example, organizing 
and planning, goal-setting, self-monitoring, and self-instruction. These 
strategies have been called generic or general learning strategies in that they 
can be applied across situations and across domains. Of course, students 
have to have knowledge of the strategies and an awareness of their appro- 
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priateness to the situation, but beyond knowledge and awareness is the voli- 
tional (motivational) question of whether students will apply the strategies. 
Whether students choose to engage in such strategic thinking is largely de- 
pendent on whether they are willing to apply the necessary effort and 
whether they believe effort will lead to success. Thus, there are two issues 
concerning students’ strategy use. The first issue concerns whether students 
have and can apply the necessary skills or strategies. The second issue is 
motivational: whether students believe that effort is linked to success and 
that the outcome is worth the effort, and whether they are willing to expend 
the effort. l3 

ACHIEVEMENT GOALS 

Related to attributions are students’ reasons for learning and their achieve- 
ment-related goals. l4 The issue here is why students engage in learning and 
choose to engage in academic tasks rather than whether they choose to do 
so. For example, students may choose to participate in specific activities to 
gain external rewards, to develop their skills and ability, or to demonstrate 
that they are smart by outperforming others or by trying to achieve success 
with minimal effort. 

Students who are interested in learning new things and developing their 
skills and ability have been described as mastery-oriented. These students 
are willing to expend the necessary effort to learn something new and con- 
front challenging tasks. It is this mastery-goal orientation that is more likely 
to produce independent learning and sustained involvement in achievement 
activities. These students are motivated to learn. 

Students who instead perceive that normative performance is important 
and want to demonstrate that they have ability or to protect their ability 
when threatened are labeled performance-oriented. Such students tend to 
think more about their ability than about “how to do the task.” Their strate- 
gies, such as memorizing facts or reading or studying only what they think 
will be on a test, tend to serve their performance only over the short term. 

Whether students adopt mastery or performance goals is, in part, de- 
pendent on their classroom experiences, essentially their perceptions of how 
the teacher structures the classroom. 15 Many children enter school with 
mastery or learning goals but many become socialized into a performance- 
goal orientation. l6 When we consider the preponderance of public evaluation 
practices, normative comparisons, extrinsic rewards, ability grouping, and 
emphasis on production, speed, and perfection, it is no wonder that children 
find it difficult to maintain a learning or mastery orientation. 

ENHANCING MOTIVATION 

In most of our foundational courses, we stop once we have covered the basic 



theories or motivational constructs. We cannot assume, however, that teach- 
ers are prepared to translate these ideas into classroom practice. This is a 
major problem for foundations courses. We give too little attention to how 
motivation concepts interface with the instructional program, too little atten- 
tion to how the social context of the classroom can undermine or facilitate 
the development of students’ motivation to learn, and too little attention to 
how motivation principles relate to each other. What we do is cover the 
basics, highlight a few principles, maybe even review a case study or two, 
and then hope that the teacher’s intuition has somehow been enlightened and 
that the teacher will be able to apply this knowledge. Many textbooks, when 
it comes to dealing with applications, rely on conventional wisdom. There 
are several major texts that present a problem (e.g., how to deal with a child 
who exhibits poor motivation) and then present teachers’ solutions. These 
solutions are not linked to any conceptual framework. There is even an im- 
plicit endorsement of these ideas and solutions as credible, viable, and con- 
ceptually sound because the source is practicing teachers. Unfortunately, it 
is often the case that this is not so. The problem is that many strategies for 
enhancing student motivation involve the use of principles that are counter- 
intuitive. Let me illustrate this point with examples that are related to the 
motivation constructs described in the preceding section. 

1. If children lack confidence in their ability to succeed, we might infer 
that these low-confident children should receive a heavy dose of success ex- 
perience. The considerable literature on learned helplessness and attribution 
retraining, however, has shown that success alone does not alleviate a help- 
lessness syndrome. 17 In contrast to what we might surmise, providing or en- 
suring successful outcomes or feedback does not necessarily bolster children’s 
confidence in their abilities. Such a prescription ignores the role of cognitive 
motivational factors in determining how children interpret their classroom 
experiences. For many children success is not sufficient to create or maintain 
a belief that they have the ability to reverse failure. Children who are con- 
vinced that they lack the necessary ability to do school tasks do not take re- 
sponsibility for success and even underestimate their performance when they 
do well. Thus, it is not a matter of persuading them they can do well or even 
guaranteeing it; instead, practice should involve giving them short-term 
goals and strategies for making progress toward the goals.” Once students 
understand how to reach a goal and focus on strategies, rather than out- 
comes, they are more likely to “own” the outcome. 

2. Related to an emphasis on success is the prescription “try to find some- 
thing positive to say about a child’s work.” Reinforcing children’s work even 
if it involves some small aspect of the total effort should be a step in the direc- 
tion of giving the child more confidence. Unfortunately, for the very children 
who most need positive feedback, the “something positive” is often something 
unimportant and irrelevant to the task requirements. For example, if the task 
is to write a book report in a certain format, commenting positively on the 
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child’s neat handwriting is not likely to have the intended effect. 
On the one hand, the generous use of praise would seem to be an obvious 

and salient way of encouraging children who generally perform poorly, but 
as Brophy has shown, the way praise is often used in elementary school class- 
rooms can undermine the achievement behavior of these children.19 The 
praise children receive is often on irrelevant aspects of a task; in these in- 
stances, children discount the praise. Praise on easy tasks or praise that is 
noncontingent on children’s effort or performance quality can be interpreted 
by children as evidence that they lack ability; it can, therefore, have un- 
intended negative effects on children’s self-confidence. 

The effects of praise must also be considered from a developmental per- 
spective. Praise can be interpreted quite differently by younger and older 
children. Praising young children’s effort conveys to them a positive expecta- 
tion that they can do the work and can enhance their perceptions of their 
competence. Because older children have differentiated concepts of ability 
and effort, praising their effort may actually be interpreted by them as low 
expectations for their ability. It is therefore important to understand how 
developmental changes in cognition mediate the effects of well-intended be- 
haviors. The application of basic psychological principles requires more than 
just a casual understanding of how cognition gives meaning to actions and 
classroom events. 

3. One of the seeming paradoxes of research on student learning concerns 
the effects of rewards and incentives on student motivation. We have been 
taught that, if we want to increase the probability of a behavior, the most 
efficient method is to apply reinforcement principles. In fact, it seems that 
we have been indoctrinated into this way of thinking so well that these extrin- 
sic reinforcements are often overused. Recent research by Boggiano and her 
colleagues certainly supports this assertion.” They presented a number of 
scenarios that described children involved in both high- and low-interest 
activities to adults, college students, and parents and asked them to judge 
how well certain strategies would maintain or increase the child’s interest 
over time. For example, they described one ten-year-old child as one “who 
really enjoys reading and particularly likes to read books to learn about new 
things.” Another ten-year-old was described as a child who “does not enjoy 
reading and chooses the easiest books to read when asked to write a book re- 
port.” What is particularly striking is that regardless of the child’s interest 
level, extrinsic rewards (such as adding 50 percent extra to the child’s allow- 
ance) were preferred over other strategies as a way of maintaining or increas- 
ing the child’s interest. Reward was preferred to reasoning, punishment, and 
even noninterference. Moreover, Boggiano et al. found that adults consis- 
tently preferred large rewards over small rewards, which they interpreted as 
reflecting a belief that interest level would vary with the size of the reward. 

Certainly programs involving extrinsic rewards tend to be pervasive in our 
schools as a mechanism for increasing achievement behavior. In many 
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schools and classrooms, extrinsic incentives are seen as necessary to get chil- 
dren to spend time on various tasks and lessons. Over twenty years ago, 
Jackson suggested that many of children’s schooling experiences involve a 
hidden curriculum of controls and social constraints.21 As students progress 
through school, they become more and more extrinsically controlled. 

What are the consequences of using extrinsic incentives to try to shape 
children’s achievement behaviors, to get them to complete their work, to in- 
crease the quality of work, and to get them to spend more time on particular 
tasks? The evidence from considerable research converges in identifying the 
“hidden cost” of using extrinsic rewards to motivate children.22 This is not 
to say that incentives cannot be effective in some situations and for some chil- 
dren. The fundamental problem is that when we look into classrooms, we 
see the same incentive system being used for all the children in the classroom. 

I am not suggesting that we need to inculcate the idea that incentives are 
ineffective or motivationally detrimental. The use of extrinsic incentives can 
have multiple effects on children’s motivation; predicting the specific effects 
requires an analysis of a number of component processes. For instance, it is 
important to consider the relationship of extrinsic incentives to other motiva- 
tion variables. In certain instances, rewards may have the effect of increasing 
self-efficacy, which can positively influence students’ motivation or willing- 
ness to learn. The relation of extrinsic rewards to individual differences is of 
critical importance. In the classroom, extrinsic incentives are often intended 
to motivate the least attentive students or those who typically perform poor- 
ly; however, the rewards are typically applied to the entire classroom or even 
the entire school population, as in many reading incentive programs. The 
hidden costs become most apparent when they are applied to these larger 
groups where individual differences in interest, performance, and ability are 
ignored. 

4. From the work on intrinsic motivation comes the recommendation to 
give children choices and thus a sense of personal control in the classroom.23 
Choice of tasks or activities is viewed as fostering belief in personal control 
and increasing interest and involvement in learning. This is easy enough to 
endorse and gives us a nice, simple application of intrinsic motivation theory 
to the classroom. A problem arises when we consider the context or structure 
of many classrooms. When normative evaluation and public comparisons 
are expected, students’ choices reflect an avoidance of challenge and a prefer- 
ence for tasks that ensure success. In other words, a choice is not an equal 
choice in some contexts. When evaluation is pending on one’s final product, 
choices are not based on interest; they more likely reflect a protection of one’s 
ability and concern for one’s level of performance. In this case, motivation 
theory cannot be applied without considering the context of the classroom. 

5. On the basis of attribution theory, we might infer that it is a good idea 
to try to persuade students that they are not working hard enough or that 
they need to work harder on occasions of failure or poor performance. The 
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implication is that students must perceive that outcome varies with effort ex- 
penditure and that increased effort will result in more positive outcomes. 

The first consideration here is that the admonishment to try harder is to 
no avail to the student who believes he or she is already trying hard. This 
is a very likely scenario for young children, who believe they always try hard 
because it is not smart not to try. Telling these children that they did not 
work hard enough may actually decrease their sense of efficacy. 

Second, problems arise when we put too much emphasis on effort. We do 
not want to impress on students that sustained maximal effort is what leads 
to success. Students may feel very satisfied when they have worked very hard 
and achieved success, but this is usually accompanied by the feeling that “I 
don’t want to work that hard again.” Conveying the expectation that a maxi- 
mized effort is necessary may spark a child’s investment once in a while, but 
over time students are more likely to become discouraged. In classrooms 
where the goal is to demonstrate one’s ability over the long term, continuous- 
ly maximizing one’s effort is not desirable. 

Finally, in most classrooms, students do not perceive the classroom hierar- 
chy as effort-determined. As Nicholls suggests, students at the bottom of the 
hierarchy are not there because they are not effortful;24 convincing students 
that this is, in fact, the case has little credence. If we want teachers to apply 
attribution theory to classroom practice, they need to know that whether 
they convey to students that effort is important depends on how they struc- 
ture tasks, evaluate students, and give recognition and rewards. 

These examples illustrate the complex nature of classroom learning and 
motivation. One of the major problems in our training of teachers is that we 
do not adequately address how motivation theory, constructs, and principles 
relate to practice: How can teachers develop in students a motivation to 
learn? As the preceding five examples illustrate, we currently rely on the wis- 
dom of experience or derive applications without regard to the complexities 
involved. We need to consider how motivation constructs relate to each 
other, to developmental changes, to individual and culturally related differ- 
ences, and to the context or structure of the classroom itself when we apply 
motivation theory and research to practice. 

CONTEXT OF MOTIVATION 

Finally, if we want teachers to apply these constructs in order to develop 
these motivational patterns in students, it is important to recognize that 
motivation occurs within a context-the school, the classroom, and the fami- 
ly. We spend a great deal of time discussing individual differences in motiva- 
tion, treating motivation as a trait, but not enough time attending to how 
the organization and structure of the classroom shapes and socializes adap- 
tive and maladaptive motivation patterns. Moreover, developing a positive 
motivational orientation in students is necessarily a matter of dealing with 
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diversity among students in the classroom. 25 Teachers need to know ways of 
dealing with this diversity, and these methods ought to involve a comprehen- 
sive look at the classroom. 

Thus, the teacher must first be guided by goals that assign primary impor- 
tance to developing in students a motivation to learn. Second, we need a 
framework for identifying those aspects or structures of the classroom that 
are manipulable. These structures must represent the classroom organiza- 
tion and must relate to instructional planning. Then we need to identify 
strategies that will serve to enhance the motivation of all students. These 
strategies or applications must be grounded in theory and research and 
evaluated in relation to developmental factors and in relation to other 
motivation constructs, as well as individual differences. Many educational 
psychology textbooks describe one or two ideas for application but do not 
provide a comprehensive view of classroom organization. 

When we look at the classroom, there are six areas of organization that 
are manipulable and that involve motivational concerns: task, authority, rec- 
ognition, grouping, evaluation, and time. These structures have been 
described in considerable detail by Epstein.26 There is considerable research 
that relates to each area, and there are many motivational strategies that can 
be extracted from the research; the point is to apply appropriate strategies 
in all of these areas frequently and consistently. Preservice teachers often 
learn a great deal about only one area, and practicing teachers often focus 
on one or two areas but do little in the others. As a consequence, motivation 
becomes restricted to one area of the classroom. Often that area is reward 
or recognition (providing rewards and incentives), and even in that area in- 
appropriate strategies are used. 

This framework offers a starting point for extracting motivational strate- 
gies and applications from research and theory, and for relating them to all 
areas of classroom organization and instructional planning. This is impor- 
tant because motivation enhancement cannot be reserved for Friday after- 
noons, or be viewed as something to be used during free time or extra time 
or as superfluous to academic activities. Nor can motivational concerns sur- 
face only when a student does not do well. Motivation as an outcome is im- 
portant to all students in the classroom all the time. This view gives student 
motivation a central place as an educational outcome, important in its own 
right. The emphasis is on identifying strategies that will foster a mastery-goal 
orientation in students and that relate to all aspects of classroom learning and 
organization. It requires a comprehensive approach to looking at how moti- 
vation theory and research interface with classroom learning. 
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