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1though we often think of motivated to learn are those who pay and adult life. Thus, the development
learning and motivation as  attention to the teacher and maintain  of students’ achievement motivation

two separate issues, educa-  interest in academic activities, volun-  is a critical goal that warrants con-
tors are paying increasing  teer answers in class, ask for guidance  certed attention in special education
attention to the inextricable link be-  when needed, persist in trying to solve ~ programming.
tween them. Students’ achievement  problems themselves, complete activi- A large and growing body of litera-

motivation, or their motivation to ties above and beyond those required ture is available on the determinants
learn, affects not only how well they for a grade, and take risks in order to of motivation. After an extensive re-
learn new skills and information, but ~ improve their own skills or knowledge. ~ view of the research, we have con-
also how well they use existing skills However, many students with mild cluded that, in classroom situations,
and knowledge in both familiar and  disabilities appear to be uninterested  achievement motivation is a product

novel situations (Lepper, 1983). There =~ or unmotivated to learn. Some stu-  of the interaction between student
is convincing evidence that a variety  dents are characterized by learned help-  characteristics and instructional prac-
of achievement deficits are the result  lessness and fail to put forth reasonable tices. Student characteristics that affect
of motivational problems rather than  effort when necessary (Dweck, 1975).  achievement motivation include (a) stu-
factors directly attributable to spe-  Others seem motivated but are overly  dents’ ability to perform a task, which

cific cognitive disabilities (e.g., Licht = concerned about their performance, includes their skills, background knowl-
& Kistner, 1986; Resnick & Klopfer,  thus avoiding the challenges inherent  edge, and prior experiences; (b) the
1989; Zigler & Hodapp, 1986). Thus,  in difficult tasks or new academic  degree to which students value an

approaches to the design of effective experiences. activity and perceive it as relevant,

instructional practices and classroom Motivational deficits have obvious  interesting, and important; and (c) stu-

management should be guided by  and significant implications for stu- dents’ beliefs about learning and about

knowledge of factors that impede or  dents’ academic progress. In particular, themselves as learners.

contribute to achievement motivation.  the motivation to pursue educational As many educators have observed,
What behaviors are associated with ~ experiences, despite difficulties and  students’ achievement motivation can

achievement motivation? Most edu- setbacks, may be an essential deter- vary across situations. For example, a

cators agree that students who are = minant of eventual success in school  student who dreads a test in mathe-
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matics class may look forward to a
test in driver’s education class. Or, a
student who never volunteers answers
during class discussions may be one
of the most outspoken students in a
cooperative learning group. Indeed,
research has shown us that achieve-
ment motivation is not a static trait,
but is partially determined by char-
acteristics of the learning environment
(e.g., Brophy, 1987). This is good news
for teachers, because it means that
they can increase achievement moti-
vation by considering students’ motiva-
tional characteristics and adjusting
the instructional environment accord-
ingly.

The purpose of this article is to pre-
sent specific recommendations for en-
hancing the achievement motivation
of students with mild disabilities. We
focus on problems and suggestions per-
tinent to students in first through sixth
grade. Recommendations, gleaned
from currently available literature, are
based on empirically validated ap-
proaches to motivational enhance-
ment. We have grouped them into five
topics: (a) learner control, (b) rewards,
(c) student interest, (d) classroom struc-
ture, and (e} self-efficacy and attri-
butions. Figure 1 is a checklist that
summarizes the recommendations we
discuss next. We then describe a pro-
cess for implementing these recommen-
dations in the classroom. Although
teachers will be unable to implement
all the recommendations at one time,
we hope that this synthesis of informa-
tion will serve as a guide for evaluat-
ing current instructional practices and
designing new activities for students.

Enhancing Achievement
Motivation

Learner Control

Motivational theorists place the con-
struct of personal control at the heart
of human motivation (Csikszentmi-
halyi & Nakamura, 1989; deCharms,
1968; Deci & Ryan, 1985; Skinner,
Wellborn, & Connell, 1990). A number
of studies have shown that offering
learners options for controlling aspects
of what, when, and how they learn can
have a positive effect on both achieve-
ment and motivation (Deci, Schwartz,
Sheinman, & Ryan, 1981; Malone &
Lepper, 1987; Pintrich, Marx, & Boyle,
1993). The following recommenda-
tions can assist you in deciding when
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and how much control to provide to
learners.

1. Give students a moderate amount
of choice in the classroom. Giving
learners complete freedom over what
and how they will learn is probably
not in their best interests. This is
especially true for learners with mild
disabilities, who may not have the
skills and metacognitive sophistication
needed to make good instructional
choices. However, letting students
control some features of their instruc-
tional experiences, without bypassing
essential information or practice oppor-
tunities, can promote both increased
learning and motivation (Kinzie & Sul-
livan, 1989). Areas in which you can
give students control, without sac-
rificing important instructional infor-
mation or pedagogy, include choices
about when to complete tasks and how
competence should be demonstrated
(Stipek, 1993). For example, you might
let students choose a book report, quiz,
or oral presentation at the conclusion
of a social studies unit. Students also
can participate in decisions about how
various assignments will be weighted
toward their final grade. In addition,
opportunities to correct one’s own
work can increase students’ perception
of control (Stipek, 1993).

2. Enhance students’ perceptions of
control. Keep in mind that students’
perception of control is more impor-
tant than the actual control they exer-
cise in a learning situation (Stipek &
Weisz, 1981). Good teachers use this
to their advantage. In cases where a
high degree of student control would
be impractical or undesirable, teach-
ers can let students exercise choices
among a restricted number of equally
effective alternatives. For example, you
might decide that appropriate rewards
for a perfect record of homework com-
pletion are a weekend without home-
work, a free-time period, or a Friday
afternoon movie. By letting students
decide which of these alteratives they
prefer, you can enhance their percep-
tion of control over their own learning.

3. Make sure students are aware of
the degree of control they can exercise
in an instructional activity. Even
when provided with learning options,
students may not realize they can exer-
cise choices. In addition, students may
fail to discern the relationship between
the choices they make and the out-
comes of an activity. To help students
gain the experience necessary for mak-

ing good choices in the future, you may
need to make these relationships ex-
plicit by drawing attention to them or
discussing them with the student
(Klein & Keller, 1990). For example,
you might ask students to predict what
they think will happen when they
make a choice, such as studying for a
test with a friend versus studying
alone, and then follow up with a dis-
cussion of the outcome.

4. Take into account individual
learners’ characteristics when consid-
ering the instructional choices you per-
mit them to make. Individual differ-
ences among students will mediate
the impact of learner control on stu-
dent achievement and motivation.
Students’ prior knowledge of the
content to be studied is one example.
Students with low prior knowledge
benefit more from external structure
and guidance than students with high
prior knowledge (Carrier, 1984; Gay,
1986). Students’ prior achievement his-
tory also will affect their perceptions
of control. If a student doesn’t have the
skills or behaviors necessary to suc-
ceed at a task, he or she is unlikely
to feel in control (Malone & Lepper,
1987). Researchers have found that
young learners make poor instruc-
tional choices (Carrier, 1984; Okolo,
Hinsey, & Yousefian, 1990), perhaps by
virtue of their relative lack of experi-
ence with educational endeavors. Fur-
thermore, some researchers have found
that opportunity to exercise control
has more impact on the achievement
of young adolescents than on pre-
adolescent or college-age students
(Findley & Cooper, 1983; Stipek &
Weisz, 1981).

Regardless of students’ ability or
inclination to make good instruc-
tional choices at the present time, they
should receive the experiences and in-
struction they need to become good
instructional decision makers. In order
to become self-sufficient and self-
regulated learners, students will need
assistance in learning how to make
good decisions. When teachers coach
students to make choices that enhance
their learning, both achievement and
motivation improve (Hannafin, 1984).

Rewards

The use of rewards and other exter-
nal incentives has a long history in the
field of education. In fact, many of us
would find teaching students with
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learning and behavioral problems an
impossible task without occasional use
of external incentives. However, re-
search documenting the positive effects
of rewards (e.g., Kazdin & Bootzin,
1972; O’Leary & Drabman, 1971; Rigby,
Deci, Patrick, & Ryan, 1992; Schloss
& Smith, 1994) is complemented by a
body of research showing that external
rewards can have a negative impact on
student motivation (e.g., Deci, 1971;
Greene & Lepper, 1974; Kruglanski,
Friedman, & Zeevi, 1971; Morgan,
1984). Given that rewards can have a
positive or negative impact on student
motivation, depending on differences
in the conditions under which they are
issued, we advise teachers to use re-
wards in a judicious manner by consid-
ering the following recommendations.

1. Use external rewards only as
necessary. Many of our special educa-
tion practices are rooted in behavioral
theories that stress the importance of
positive reinforcement. However, even
the strictest behaviorist would agree
that teachers should forego external
rewards and contingencies when an
activity is inherently interesting to
students. In these cases, rewards may
diminish students’ intrinsic motiva-
tion for performing a task (Lepper &
Greene, 1975). If students have little
intrinsic interest in an activity, then
it is acceptable to use rewards as re-
quired to encourage them to engage in
the task. For example, a student who
is overwhelmed by the assignment
of writing a book report may be per-
suaded to complete the first page for
the promise of 10 minutes of free time.
Or, students who dislike mathematics
may willingly practice their facts for
15 minutes if they are then allowed to
play a computer math game. Always
choose the least powerful reward nec-
essary to get the job done (Malouf,
1983), and gradually fade incentives as
students experience success or show
interest in performing the activity
(Lepper, 1988).

2. Minimize the salience of external
rewards and incentives. Rewards can
have a damaging effect on students’
motivation when they are overempha-
sized, given in an arbitrary manner, or
are the most plausible explanation for
engaging in an activity. When possible,
embed rewards within the activity
itself (Lepper & Malone, 1987). For
example, students can exercise math
skills to double a cookie recipe and
then enjoy the cookies they bake as a
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reward. Make sure that rewards are
given for improved performance and
mastery, thus conveying information
about a student’s competence, rather
than as means for controlling behavior
or appeasing parents and students.

Student Interest

Nearly a century ago, John Dewey
(1913) suggested that interest was a
primary motivator in educational set-
tings. Many theories of learning in-
clude curiosity, challenge, and per-
sonalization as elements of instruction
associated with interest. The recom-
mendations offered next incorporate
elements that are geared toward culti-
vating and maintaining student interest.

1. Select instructional materials
and activities according to student
interests. As Dewey (1913} pointed out,
children divide their attention between
the school work assigned to them and
dreams about what they’d like to be
doing instead. Perhaps the most prom-
ising strategy for promoting interest in
learning is to find out what naturally
interests students and to select instruc-
tional materials accordingly (Brophy,
1987; Dewey, 1913; Wlodkowski, 1986).
Interest inventories, questionnaires,
individual interviews with students
and parents, and systematic observa-
tion of students in a variety of differ-
ent settings can assist you in obtaining
this information.

2. Pique students’ curiosity. We be-
come curious about something when
there is an unexpected or inconsistent
event in our perceptual environment,
or when there is a gap between our
present and desired state of knowledge
(Keller, 1983). Thus, a student’s curi-
osity and desire to learn can be aroused
by introducing a change in the sensory
environment or by presenting cogni-
tive stimuli that are novel, incongru-
ous, or incomplete. Consider different
ways to pique students’ curiosity at the
beginning of a lesson. You might use
brightly colored materials, videotapes,
and films to augment printed text,
or hands-on learning activities. Or, in-
troduce instruction by describing a
dilemma, posing a riddle, or pointing
out a discrepancy between two sets of
information. Structure activities as
problem-solving situations in which
students can seek out missing infor-
mation, perform experiments to test
hypotheses, and complete tasks to
solve puzzles (Dembo, 1988). Keep in

mind that activities that arouse mod-
erate levels of curiosity may be most
effective. Events that are too surpris-
ing or random may be frightening or
detract from the relevant features of a
learning task. Information that is too
discrepant with students’ initial con-
ceptions may be impossible to assimi-
late.

3. Provide students with an optimal
level of challenge. Researchers have
speculated that an activity is optimally
challenging if students have a 50%
probability of succeeding at it (Atkin-
son, 1966). However, this conceptuali-
zation doesn’t take into account the
fact that failure in a classroom setting
is a public event with a number of neg-
ative consequences (Brophy, 1983). In
particular, students with learning prob-
lems may need to feel they have much
more than a 50% chance of success be-
fore they are comfortable undertaking
an activity. In general, tasks should
be hard enough to require a moderate
amount of thought but easy enough to
be completed with reasonable effort
relative to an individual's skill level
(Stipek, 1993). You will need to adjust
the level of challenge to the needs of
individuals in your classroom and re-
evaluate assignments on a systematic
basis to maintain optimal levels of
challenge. Instructional practices such
as curriculum-based measurement (e.g.,
Fuchs & Deno, 1991; Shinn, 1989), in
which teachers monitor student prog-
ress on a continuous basis, provide
essential data for adjusting and read-
justing the level of challenge con-
fronted by each student.

4. Personalize the learning experi-
ence. Choose activities that involve
domains, characters, or problems of
interest to the students with whom
you work (Brophy, 1987). For example,
students who balk at computing the
amount of time it takes a train to reach
the station may be enthusiastic about
figuring out the time a stock car takes
to reach the finish line. Present activi-
ties in contexts that are most relevant
to students’ use of skills in real life and
discuss how the knowledge or skills
students are learning can help them in
their everyday activities. For example,
researchers have found that using stu-
dents’ names or incorporating topics in
which they are interested into math
problems has a positive impact on
motivation and achievement (Anand &
Ross, 1987; Lopez & Sullivan, 1992). A
modification such as this can be easily
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made with a word processing program
that allows you to merge a file of stu-
dent names and preferred topics with
a file of math problems or reading para-
graphs (Beaver, 1991).

Classroom Structure

Classrooms can be organized in ways
that facilitate or impede student moti-
vation. The manner in which you or-
ganize your classroom communicates
your expectations, the value you place
on certain activities and behaviors, and
the standards by which students are
evaluated. In order to promote moti-
vation, you may wish to consider the
following factors.

1. Create a multidimensional class-
room. Traditional classrooms are uni-
dimensional: There is a common set of
expectations for all students and a
limited number of ways in which
achievement is evaluated. When class-
rooms are organized around a single
concept of competence, students are
socialized to believe that ability is
stable and restricted to a select group
of individuals (Rosenholtz & Simpson,
1984). Moreover, because performance
is evaluated in a similar manner, it is
easy for students to compare them-
selves with others and arrive at conclu-
sions about who is and is not smart.
These comparisons can have devastat-
ing effects on the motivation of stu-
dents who do not perform well. For
example, a classroom that emphasizes
competence in literacy offers only a
few standards against which all stu-
dents will be judged. Students who are
good readers and writers will feel effi-
cacious. However, students who are
poor readers but strong mathemati-
cians are unlikely to develop positive
beliefs about their abilities.

In contrast, a multidimensional
classroom provides variety in learn-
ing tasks and evaluation strategies
and gives all students a chance to
demonstrate competence. By individ-
ualizing the goals you set for student
performance, you can help students
at different levels succeed (Maehr &
Midgley, 1991). Also, varying the
nature and format of tasks gives more
students an opportunity to display
their strengths in at least some areas.
As discussed above, permitting stu-
dents some choice over what and how
they learn can provide more avenues
for success and yield substantial moti-
vational benefits.

2. Use different grouping arrange-
ments. Students with low motivation
may become even less interested in an
activity when they are always placed
in groups of low achievers (O’Connor,
Atkinson, & Homer, 1966). Group stu-
dents differently for different subjects,
and vary the composition of these
groups. Classroom competition, often
considered a motivational strategy, can
create a climate in which students
with disabilities most often lose. Los-
ing decreases students’ self-esteem and
self-efficacy, and, therefore, is likely to
lead to decreased motivation (Ames,
1984). Cooperative grouping struc-
tures, especially those in which every-
one has the opportunity to contribute
to the final outcome, can decrease
competition and provide students with
a meaningful way to demonstrate their
talents.

3. Make sure your expectations
for students’ performance are clear,
explicit, and understandable. Stu-
dents’ competence is fostered in situ-
ations in which there are clear expec-
tations and frequent feedback about
mastery (Skinner & Belmont, 1993).
However, students with disabilities
may not understand classroom rules
and procedures as readily as more suc-
cessful students, particularly when
expectations are implicit. Therefore,
take special precautions to make sure
students understand what is expected
of them as well as the consequences
for noncompliance. For example, plan
lessons in which you teach procedures.
Post rules around the classroom and
give students their own copies, dis-
cussing rules and procedures with
individuals as needed, and reviewing
and reminding as often as required.

4. Avoid criticizing students pub-
licly or displaying evidence of poor
performance. Teachers should hold
reasonable expectations for students’
performance and be willing to express
dissatisfaction when a student does not
meet those expectations. Indeed, some
research suggests that when teachers
react to students’ failures with sym-
pathy, students come to believe they
have low ability (Graham, 1990). Reac-
tions of personal disappointment in or
criticism of student performance are
beneficial in some circumstances; they
convey to a student that you believe
he or she has the ability to do better.
However, to maintain a student’s self-
esteem, criticism should be offered in
private and should focus on specific

components of poor performance rather
than on performance in general. Make
sure your appraisals are designed to
convey information and are not merely
emotional reactions to a student’s per-
formance. For example, discuss strat-
egies that would help the student to
improve, and convey your belief that
he or she has the ability to do a better
job next time.

5. Provide extra support to anxious
students. Learning something new or
confronting a difficult task can be
frightening to students with a history
of failure. Moreover, learning some-
thing well requires one to hypothesize,
experiment, and explore without fear
of making mistakes. Anxious students
may need extra encouragement to take
such risks. In some cases, this will
require that you deemphasize or sus-
pend evaluation of student perfor-
mance, particularly when students are
attempting something for the first
time. When students know they will
receive a grade, they are more likely to
choose tasks they know they can do
(Harter, 1978). Therefore, they are less
likely to take the risks involved in try-
ing something new. However, when
students are encouraged to complete
something for fun, they are more apt
to choose a challenging task (Maehr &
Stallings, 1972).

Tests and evaluations induce anxiety
in many students. You can help ease
the anxiety inherent in these situa-
tions by giving students opportunities
to review information (especially if it
is unfamiliar), permitting them to cor-
rect their errors or retake examina-
tions, allowing access to books and
notes to reduce the emphasis on mem-
orization, and sequencing activities so
that students first encounter easy, and
then more difficult, problems (Stipek,
1993). Stress that tests are opportuni-
ties to assess current understanding,
rather than judgments of overall com-
petence or abilities. Give instructions
that encourage students to view abili-
ties as amenable to change through
hard work and appropriate strategies.
Conclude tests or other evaluative
activities with discussions of effective
study habits and learning strategies
that might help in the future.

Self-Efficacy and Attributions
Students’ beliefs about their own

abilities, or their self-efficacy, can have

a strong influence on learning and per-
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formance. Self-efficacy influences stu-
dents’ willingness to begin difficult
tasks, persistence at tasks in the face
of failure, amount of effort expended,
and the nature of thoughts and feelings
during academic activities (Bandura,
1982; Schunk, 1985a). In addition to
students’ perceptions of their own
competence as learners, their beliefs
about the reasons for successes and
failures at school tasks, or their attri-
butions, play an important role in the
development of achievement motiva-
tion (Borkowski, Carr, Rellinger, &
Pressley, 1990; Diener & Dweck, 1978;
Weiner, 1979, 1986). Educators should
be aware of techniques and actions that
can promote self-efficacy and adaptive
attributions, and they should avoid
practices that can have a deleterious
effect on these factors.

1. Involve students in goal setting.
Research has demonstrated that stu-
dents with learning problems who set
their own goals experience enhanced
self-efficacy and better performance
than students with teacher-assigned
goals (Schunk, 1985a). As for the types
of goals you should encourage or teach
students to set, existing research shows
that short-term goals that incorporate
specific rather than general perfor-
mance standards enhance students’
self-efficacy and subsequent motiva-
tion (Schunk, 1985b). In addition,
mastery goals, in which students are
focused on improving their own perfor-
mance and are less concerned with nor-
mative comparisons, are associated
with higher levels of motivation (Ames
& Archer, 1988; Dweck, 1986).

2. Use attribution retraining tech-
niques. Attribution retraining has been
used successfully to help students
develop more adaptive beliefs about
the causes of their success and failure
in school (Dweck, 1975). Teach stu-
dents to attribute successes to their
effort and developing abilities. When
appropriate, give students feedback
that they are trying hard and their
skills are improving. Teach students to
attribute failures to lack of effort (if
this is indeed the case) and lack of
effective learning strategies (Pearl,
1985). Researchers have found that stu-
dents are more likely to maintain and
generalize learning strategies if strat-
egy instruction is combined with attri-
bution retraining (Borkowski, Weyhing,
& Carr, 1988; Stevens & Englert, 1993).
So, teach students specific strategies
that result in improved effort, and help
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them attribute their successes to the
conscious use of these strategies (Licht
& Kistner, 1986). Be careful in your use
of effort attributions, however. Telling
students that success on easy tasks is
due to high effort can lead them to
believe that they have low ability
(Graham, 1990).

3. Use cognitive mediation and self-
control training. Activities such as
self-recording, graphing, goal setting,
self-reinforcement, and self-instruction
can be especially beneficial for enhanc-
ing students’ self-efficacy (Zimmerman,
1990). These procedures provide stu-
dents with tangible evidence of their
progress and can help you draw atten-
tion to the relationships among effort,
effective learning strategies, and posi-
tive outcomes. Moreover, they can
help students maintain desirable be-
haviors and wean them from reliance
on external sources of evaluation or
reward. Be sure that students know
how to perform the desired skill before
expecting them to self-monitor or self-
reinforce their use of it.

4. Be aware of the negative effects of
extensive help giving and praise. Al-
though used often by well-intentioned
teachers, help giving and praise can
have undesirable effects. When stu-
dents receive too much help, they may
not persist as long at difficult tasks
(Farnham-Diggory & Ramsey, 1971).
Help should be given only when needed
and then offered in a way that allows
students to take some credit for their
performance. Excessive praise, espe-
cially on easy tasks, can lead students
to think that they have low ability
(Graham, 1990; Stipek, 1993). Brophy
(1981} has offered other helpful guide-
lines for the effective use of praise in
educational settings.

A Process Approach

Many of the recommendations in
the previous section can be imple-
mented simultaneously. Motivational
enrichment—the conscious planning,
implementation, and evaluation of a
variety of concurrent classroom prac-
tices that facilitate achievement moti-
vation—may benefit many students in
your class. By providing a range of
motivational opportunities, teachers
increase the probability that one or
more of the specific practices will
directly address specific students’
needs. Be aware that when a collection

of strategies is used with a group of stu-
dents, certain strategies may increase
achievement motivation for the major-
ity but decrease motivation for an indi-
vidual or subset of the group (Brophy,
1983). Therefore, you must anticipate
that motivational practices will not be
equally effective for every student and
be prepared to implement motivational
enrichment on an individual basis. The
following steps can guide you in the
selection of strategies to improve a
specific student’s achievement moti-
vation.

1. Periodically screen all students
for signs indicating that performance
deficiencies may be motivational in
nature. This practice can be imple-
mented casually, by reviewing a class
roster or grade book entries, and reflect-
ing on whether specific students per-
forming below expectations may be in
need of motivational enrichment. Be
alert to comments made by teachers,
students, or parents that might indi-
cate a student is unmotivated in a spe-
cific subject or area. Watch for changes
in students’ performance or products,
such as a series of low scores on tests
or carelessly completed homework,
that might signal motivational dif-
ficulties.

2. Talk with the student suspected
of having a motivational problem, and
use the conversation to probe for
further understanding of the stu-
dent’s problem. Cognitive-motivational
theory places significant emphasis
on the manner in which an individ-
ual judges and interprets his or her
own behavior. Ask a student to “think-
aloud” about the reasons why he or she
is doing poorly. Listen for statements
that imply maladaptive beliefs or neg-
ative self-perceptions such as low
ability and poor self-worth (“I'm just
too dumb,”’ or, ““Nobody cares what 1
think”), lack of interest (“I just don’t
understand why I need to learn this
stuff,” or, “This stuff is sooo boring”),
or anxiety about performance (“This
work is too difficult,” or, “I could never
do that”).

3. Explore informal use of ques-
tionnaires and scales that have been
developed to assess motivational do-
mains related to school performance.
McCombs (1990} has described a vari-
ety of instruments that provide infor-
mation about student motivation. The
majority of the instruments listed are
completed by students and can help a
teacher examine motivational beliefs
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with respect to categories that include
self-efficacy, attributions, perceptions
of control, and preference for challeng-
ing school tasks. These instruments
must be used cautiously, however.
They should never be applied as a sole
measure to diagnose a student as hav-
ing a ““motivational problem.” Rather,
they should be one element of an array
of information (e.g., observed behavior,
anecdotal information, statements by
the student, teacher’s clinical judg-
ments, etc.) that when analyzed as a
whole, serves to verify that a motiva-
tional problem exists.

4. Before deciding on a strategy,
evaluate prior techniques you have
used to increase academic motivation
and consider why they were success-
ful or unsuccessful. The checklist in
Figure 1 contains items pertaining to
the recommendations discussed earlier.
Using the checklist can help you
reflect on approaches used in the past
and reacquaint you with a range of
alternatives that might more effec-
tively facilitate achievement moti-
vation for an individual or group of
students.

5. Before beginning a new motiva-
tional strategy, confirm that the stu-
dent is capable of performing the tasks
or behaviors associated with the strat-
egy. Always discuss the motivational
strategies you decide to employ with
the students for whom they were devel-
oped. Explain why you have chosen a
particular strategy or modification and
check to see if the student has the nec-
essary skills or background knowledge.
As discussed previously, simply mak-
ing instructional choices available to
a student does not mean that he or she
has the skills and understanding to
make those choices. For example, tell-
ing a student that he or she has the
choice of submitting an assignment
using a computer-generated printout or
a handwritten paper may have little
motivational effect if the student lacks
the prerequisite skills for using a word
processor. Similarly, informing a stu-
dent that he or she has selected a very
ambitious and long-term goal and
strongly suggesting that he or she
might want to reconsider doing only a
part of the overall task assumes that
the student has the skills to break the
task down into more easily accom-
plished steps. Be prepared to provide
students with appropriate instruction
in the skills necessary to perform tasks
believed to facilitate motivation.

6. Evaluate the effects of motiva-
tional enhancements. Specify what
you will look for as evidence that a stu-
dent’s achievement motivation is im-
proving. For example, you could assess
whether the student participates more
readily in class discussions, whether he
or she makes more frequent positive
comments about his or her skills, or
whether he or she works independently
for longer time periods. Then develop
procedures for collecting systematic
information about these behaviors. You
might use anecdotal records, charts,
graphs, or other recording procedures
(Alberto & Troutman, 1990). Don't
overlook the possibility of involving
students in collecting data about their
behavior. As described above, self-
monitoring and self-recording are often
powerful methods for improving stu-
dent motivation. Look for incremental
changes in behavior and continue to
seek feedback from the student regard-
ing ways in which his or her motiva-
tional beliefs may be shifting in a
positive direction.

Conclusion

Enhancing students’ achievement
motivation is one of the most challeng-
ing tasks confronting educators of stu-
dents with mild disabilities. These
students often have experienced years
of failure and defeat, of which dimin-
ished achievement motivation is a
natural consequence. Therefore, chang-
ing students’ motivation is likely to be
a slow process. In addition, motiva-
tional goals may sometimes conflict
with academic ones. For example, giv-
ing students choices over instructional
activities may result in a seeming
waste of precious instructional time if
a student makes a poor choice and
learns less than desired. Cooperative
grouping practices may reduce time on
task until students learn how to work
together effectively. Or, attribution
retraining activities may take time out
of the curriculum that was reserved
formerly for the presentation and prac-
tice of academic content.

However, motivated students will
have developed the abilities and dispo-
sitions necessary to continue learning
once they leave the classroom. There-
fore, we believe that increased achieve-
ment motivation should be a primary
goal in the education of students with
mild disabilities, even if this goal
sometimes conflicts with more tradi-

tional goals of skill acquisition. Fur-
thermore, consideration of achieve-
ment motivation should be a required
element in every student’s [EP. As dis-
cussed above, educators must consider
the interaction between student char-
acteristics and classroom practices in
order to facilitate students’ motivation.
We hope the recommendations pro-
vided in this article give you some
practical ideas for enhancing students’
achievement motivation. ==
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