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INTRODUCTION
The MUSIC Model of Motivation (Jones, 2009, 2018, 2020) was 
developed to help instructors apply educational psychology and 
motivation science principles to teaching by identifying five groups 
of strategies that instructors can use to motivate and engage 
students. As explained by Jones (2018): “The instructor needs to 
ensure that students: (1) feel empowered by having the ability to 
make decisions about some aspects of their learning, (2) under-
stand why what they are learning is useful for their short- or 
long-term goals, (3) believe that they can succeed if they put forth 
the effort required, (4) are interested in the content and instruc-
tional activities, and (5) believe that others in the learning environ-
ment, such as the instructor and other students, care about their 
learning and about them as a person” (p. 9) (MUSIC is an acro-
nym for the titles of these five groups of strategies). Researchers 
have documented that students’ perceptions of empowerment, 
usefulness, success, interest, and caring (hereafter referred to as 

“MUSIC perceptions”) are part of the motivational climate that is 
associated with students’ course engagement and evaluations of 
teaching (Jones, 2019; Jones et al., 2021; Jones et al., 2022; Wilkins 
et al., 2021).

Instructors can intentionally select instructional strategies to 
increase students’ perceptions of one or more MUSIC percep-
tions (McGinley & Jones, 2014; Hulleman et al., 2017). One means 
through which instructors can accomplish this is through their 
communications with students, including their communications on 
syllabi (Richmond et al., 2016). As an example related to the caring 
component of the MUSIC model, students who are provided with 
syllabi that are written in a more friendly tone are more likely 
to rate their instructor as being more approachable (Harnish et 
al., 2011). Although some experimental studies have manipulated 
syllabi language and assessed the effects on students’ percep-
tions (Harnish et al., 2011; Richmond et al., 2016), more evidence 
is needed to better understand how syllabi statements affect 
students’ MUSIC perceptions. In particular, researchers have not 
thoroughly explored syllabi statements that may increase some 

MUSIC perceptions and decrease others. For example, requiring 
students to attend every class may decrease their perceptions of 
empowerment (by not giving them the choice to attend or not), 
yet it may increase their perceptions of caring (students may 
believe that the teacher cares enough to want them to attend 
class). 

In this article, we provide the results of two studies that 
assessed the extent to which different types of syllabi statements 
affected students’ MUSIC perceptions. Identifying how different 
syllabi statements affect students’ MUSIC perceptions could help 
instructors write syllabi in ways that are most likely to have posi-
tive effects on the motivational climate in the course and increase 
student motivation and engagement.

LITERATURE REVIEW
The MUSIC Model of Motivation
Researchers have documented that undergraduate students’ 
MUSIC perceptions are related to many different positive 
outcomes, including their course engagement and student evalu-
ations of teaching (Jones, 2010, 2019; Jones & Skaggs, 2016; Jones 
et al., 2022; Wilkins et al., 2021; see Wentzel & Miele, 2016). In the 
MUSIC model, students feel empowered when they have choices, 
control, and freedom within the learning environment (Deci & 
Ryan, 2020). Students have high perceptions of usefulness when 
they believe that the course content and activities are useful 
to their lives, either in short- or long-term (Eccles & Wigfield, 
2020). Success expectancies refer to students’ beliefs that they 
can succeed if they put forth effort (Bandura, 1997). The interest 
component of the MUSIC model refers to both short-term, situ-
ational interest and longer-term, individual interest that persists 
over time (Renninger & Hidi, 2015). Students are situationally 
interested in courses when the course activities are enjoyable 
and hold their attention. Lastly, students perceive high levels of 
caring when the instructor and other students in the course care 
about their learning and well-being (Wentzel, 1999).
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The MUSIC model depicts student motivation as a cycle in 
which instructors can affect students’ MUSIC perceptions, which 
then affect their motivation (i.e., “the extent to which one intends 
to engage in an activity” [Jones, 2018, p. 5]). Students’ motivation 
then affects their engagement, which then affects their learning/
performance (see Figure 1). Consistent with attribution theory 
(Weiner, 2000) students interpret the outcomes of their learn-
ing/performance, which then affects the external and internal 
factors shown in Figure 1. Of course, students’ motivation is 
also affected by other activities in which they want to engage; 
and therefore, they make cost/benefit decisions to choose which 
activity to engage in at any one time (as depicted by the “cost/
benefit decisions” rectangle in Figure 1). 

EFFECTS OF SYLLABI STATEMENTS ON 
STUDENTS’ PERCEPTIONS
Although anything an instructor does can affect students’ MUSIC 
perceptions and motivation to engage in a course, the present 
studies focused on the information included in syllabi and how that 
information was presented. Slattery and Carlson (2005) identified 
three typical functions of a strong syllabus: motivational, structural, 
and evidentiary functions. Motivational functions refer to how a 
syllabus can encourage and motivate students, or discourage and 
have negative effects on students’ course perceptions. The struc-
tural functions of a syllabus serve to help the instructor stay on 
track and ensure that the students understand what they need 
to do to earn their desired grade. The evidentiary function is 
the role that the syllabus plays as a contract between instructor 
and students. The focus of the present studies are related to the 
motivational functions; and specifically, how instructors can craft 
syllabi that motivate students to engage in their courses. In this 
section, we explain four different types of syllabi that researchers 
have used in an attempt to motivate students: a learner-centered 

syllabus, an engaging syllabus, a learning-focused syllabus, and a 
syllabus that focuses on the language within the syllabus text.

The attributes of a “learner-centered” syllabus align well with 
the MUSIC model principles. As examples, a learner-centered 
syllabus (a) empowers students by sharing control and power with 
students (e.g., students have control and choices throughout the 
course), (b) supports students’ perceptions of success by focusing 
on assessment and evaluation directly linked to learning objec-
tives (e.g., explicitly stated learning outcomes, multiple options for 
students to demonstrate learning outcomes, etc.), and (c) fosters 
student’s perceptions of caring by creating a sense of commu-
nity (e.g., providing a variety of means to access the instructor) 
(Cullen & Harris, 2009; Richmond et al., 2016). Richmond et al. 
(2016) found that students who were randomly assigned to a 

learner-centered syllabus from a hypothetical teacher viewed 
the instructor as more caring, encouraging, and reliable, and the 
students were more engaged. 

An “engaging syllabus” is a variation of the learner-centered 
syllabus that focuses on affecting slightly different aspects of the 
MUSIC model. For instance, an engaging syllabus can (a) trigger 
students’ interest by using elements of graphic design, (b) explain 
the usefulness of the course content by describing the course in 
ways that connect it to students’ professional experiences, and 
(c) promote caring by including student-focused text. As evidence, 
researchers have found that students perceive the engaging sylla-
bus to be more appealing and to trigger more interest in the 
class and instructor (Ludy et.al., 2016). Students also perceive 
the instructor to be more caring (e.g., approachable, encouraging) 
(Ludy et al., 2016). 

A “learning-focused” syllabus can also have several positive 
effects on students’ MUSIC perceptions because it includes strong 
learning objectives, robust and detailed descriptions of the sched-
ule and assessments, and a positive motivating tone (Palmer et al., 

Figure 1. The MUSIC Model of Motivation as it relates to students in a course
Note:  Adapted from “Motivating Students by Design” by B. D. Jones, 2018, p. 13. Copyright 2018 by Brett D. Jones. Reprinted with permission.
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2016; Wheeler et al., 2019). Students who receive a learning-fo-
cused syllabus tend to believe the following: it is useful, helpful 
(which increases students’ perceptions of success), and interesting; 
the in-class activities are more interesting; the course is more 
useful and important; and the instructor is more caring, approach-
able, and supportive (Palmer et al., 2016; Wheeler et al., 2019).  

The language that an instructor uses within the syllabus can 
also impact students’ MUSIC perceptions. For example, a syllabus 
with a friendly tone can lead students to believe that the course 
is less difficult (i.e., increase success perceptions) and that the 
instructor is warmer, more approachable, and more motivated to 
teach (i.e., increase perceptions of caring; Harnish & Bridges, 2011). 
Similarly, students who have been shown a syllabus that adopts 
autonomy-supportive language instead of controlling language 
perceive that the learning climate is warmer (increased caring 
perception) and the course is more beneficial (increased useful-
ness perceptions) (Young-Jones et al., 2021).  

For many of these syllabus studies, researchers provided 
students with a specially-created syllabus from a hypothesized 
instructor and course. Then, they asked students to read the 
syllabus and complete a questionnaire about their perceptions 
of the syllabus. Only a few studies have provided students with a 
syllabus from a “real” class (e.g., Kaur, 2021; Yarosh, 2021). In one 
of these studies (Kaur, 2021), different syllabi were formatted the 
same with an infographic style and distributed to students in three 
online courses. In the first class of the semester, students met 
the instructor and were introduced to the course. Students then 
read the syllabus and discussed the syllabus in breakout rooms 
with three to four students. At the end of the semester, students 
completed a survey with a section addressing the syllabus. Survey 
items inquired about students’ frequency of use, ease of use, pref-
erence, and reading depth of the syllabus, and the impact of the 
syllabus on impressions of the course.  

Although studies about students’ perceptions of syllabi have 
contributed to the research in this area, more studies are needed 
with “real” classes to verify that the findings documented in “arti-
ficial” conditions apply equally to those in real classes with real 
implications for students’ lives. That is, how students respond to 
a hypothetical class syllabus for a class that they are not enrolled 
in may be different from how they respond to a class that affects 
their grades and overall GPA. Therefore, we designed two studies 
that would add to the existing research in this area. Study 1 used 
hypothetical statements to determine whether different state-
ments elicited different responses from students. In Study 2, we 
incorporated some of these ideas into a real course syllabus and 
assessed students’ perceptions soon after they read the syllabus 
and two weeks later. 

STUDY 1
Research Question
The research question that guided Study 1 was the following: 

How do different examples of syllabi state-
ments affect students’ MUSIC perceptions?

To answer this question, we presented students with different 
syllabi statements that could possibly have differential effects on 
their MUSIC perceptions and asked them to rate their percep-
tions of the statements.

METHODOLOGY
Participants
The participants included 29 students from two online courses at 
a large public university in the southeastern U.S. The participants 
were majoring in a variety of undergraduate majors. The study 
was reviewed by the Institutional Review Board at the authors’ 
university (IRB #22-162).

Procedure and Measures
Students completed an online survey as part of an assignment 
in one class and for extra credit in the other class. The survey 
instructions and statements are provided in Table 1. After read-
ing the first instructions, students rated six statements. These 
statements were created by the first author based on similar 
statements that he had used previously in his syllabi. A reasonable 
alternate was also created for each statement, which resulted in 
six statements that were presented separately on the survey to 
students (a Statement A and a Statement B in the categories of 
late submissions, attendance, and use of electronics). To ensure 
that students would not assume the statements were from the 
same syllabus, students were provided with the following informa-
tion prior to each statement: “Statement from the syllabus (not 
the same syllabus as the other questions in this survey).”

The first six statements (the ones that followed the first 
instructions, see Table 1) were provided in random order and 
each student received a different random order for these six 
statements. After each of these six statements, students were 
given these instructions: “If you received the above statement on 
a syllabus during the first day of this course how would it affect 
your perceptions of the following?” Then, students completed one 
item for each of the empowerment, success, and caring compo-
nents of the MUSIC model: “I have a lot of control over my learn-
ing environment in this course” (empowerment), “I believe that I 
can succeed in this course” (success), and “The instructor cares 
about my success in this course” (caring). Each item was rated 
on a 6-point Likert-format scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) 
to 6 (strongly agree), with an additional option of “n/a = This state-
ment doesn’t affect my perceptions.” These items were modeled 
after similar items used in the MUSIC Model of Academic Moti-
vation Inventory (Jones, 2012/2022), which is described in more 
detail in Study 2. 

After students in both courses (n = 29) rated the six state-
ments, students in the first course (n = 16) were given the 
following instructions: “Now that you have read some different 
statements from a syllabus, I have put together some of these 
different statements in 2 different partial syllabi. Please read the 
first partial syllabus and give your ratings. Then go to the next 
page and read the second syllabus and give your ratings.” The 
first partial syllabus was comprised of the three Statement A 
items shown in Table 1 (i.e., the statements about late submissions, 
attendance, and use of electronics) and the second partial syllabus 
included the three Statement B items in Table 1. The two partial 
syllabi were ordered randomly for each student. Students rated 
both partial syllabi using the same three items (for empowerment, 
success, and caring) that were used for the prior six items. 

Instead of being provided with the two partial syllabi, students 
in the second course (n = 13) were given two “Course Over-
view” statements (see Table 1) that followed the second instruc-
tions provided in Table 1. These two statements were mixed in 
randomly with the prior six items. Students rated these two state-
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ments using the same three items that were used for the prior six 
items. In addition, students rated this interest item: “This course 
is interesting to me.”

PREDICTIONS
For the two late submission statements, we predicted that allow-
ing students to turn in assignments late with a penalty (Statement 
B) would lead to higher student ratings for empowerment, success, 
and caring than not allowing students to turn in late assignments 
(Statement A). In the MUSIC model, empowerment refers to 
giving students choices, and clearly, Statement B provides more 
choices than Statement A. Statement B also can increase students’ 
grades, which can help them feel that they can be successful and 
that the teacher cares about their success because they gave 
them this option. 

 We predicted that not requiring attendance (Statement B) 
would lead to higher perceptions of empowerment, success, and 
caring than requiring students to attend (Statement A). Having the 
option of attending class or not should lead to higher perceptions 
of empowerment and caring (i.e., teachers care enough to respect 
their decision to attend or not). Students should also have higher 

perceptions of success because their grade will not be lowered if 
they do not attend class.

Allowing students to use electronics in class (Statement B) 
should lead to (a) higher perceptions of empowerment because 
it gives students a choice and (b) higher perceptions of caring 
because teachers respect students’ decisions to use electronics. 
We predicted that students would report lower perceptions of 
success if they were allowed to use electronics given that they 
are not needed for the class (i.e., class notes are provided) and 
students may learn less in class because they are distracted by 
their use of electronics during class. Because we predicted that 
students would rate Statement B higher than Statement A for the 
empowerment, success, and caring items (except for the electron-
ics statement, which we predicted the opposite for success), we 
predicted that students would rate partial syllabus B higher than 
partial syllabus A for empowerment, success, and caring. 

Finally, we predicted that students would rate usefulness, 
interest, and caring perceptions higher for Statement B of the 
Course Overview than Statement A. Statement B is written in 
the first person (whereas Statement A is written in the third 
person), which could increase students’ perceptions of interest 

Table 1. Online Survey Instructions and Statements
Syllabi section Statement A Statement B

First instructions

The purpose of this survey is to assess your perceptions of statements that are part of a college course syllabus. You will be 
presented with some short statements and asked to rate your perceptions of them. Some of the statements may seem similar, 
but please read them all carefully.

Imagine that this is one of your typical courses and that it meets twice a week for 75 minutes during a 15 week semester.

     Late submissions

Assignments are due on the date specified in this syllabus. Late 
work is not accepted. If you don’t complete an assignment 
by the due date, you will receive a grade of 0 points for that 
assignment.

Assignments are due on the date specified in this syllabus. If you 
don’t turn in an assignment on the due date, you may turn it in 
anytime on or before the last day of class prior to finals week. 
However, you will receive a 10% reduction for each week that 
the assignment is late (up to a maximum of a 30% reduction). 
The reason for the point reductions is to keep everyone on 
schedule and we often discuss the assignments in class. As a re-
sult, students who turn in late assignments will not be prepared 
to participate in class and will have the benefit of extra ideas 
for their assignments when they do turn them in.

     Attendance

Attendance is required in this course because we cover import-
ant topics during class. Attendance counts for 10 points, which 
is 10% of your final grade. Your attendance grade is calculated 
as follows:
   0 absences = 10 points
   1 absence = 9 points
   2 absences = 8 points
   3 absences = 7 points
   4 absences = 6 points
This pattern continues to 0 points.

Although attendance is recommended and we cover important 
topics during class, attendance is not counted as part of your 
grade in this course.

     Use of electronics
Electronics (such as laptops, phones, and tablets) are not per-
mitted during class time because they are not required for class 
participation and all of the class notes are provided.

Although electronics (such as laptops, phones, and tablets) are 
not required for class participation and all of the class notes 
are provided, electronics are allowed in this course as long as 
you don’t disturb other students in the class when using them.

Second instructions This online course is for students who plan to become teachers. Statement from the syllabus (not the same syllabus as the other 
questions in this survey).

     Course overview

This course is completed entirely online through Canvas 
(https://canvas.edu/). There are no required course meetings 
online or face-to-face. Students work on the course material at 
their own pace; however, they are required to complete the as-
signments by the dates provided in the Due Dates and Planning 
section of this syllabus. The instructor is available to answer 
students’ questions as they progress through the course.

Welcome to this course about learning, development, motiva-
tion, and assessment! I hope that you find the course interest-
ing and that you learn a variety of theories and practical strate-
gies that will help you in your personal life and as a teacher. 
 
You will complete this course entirely online through Canvas 
(https://canvas.edu/). You will not need to meet as a class online 
or face-to-face. You can work on the course material at your 
own pace; however, you will need to complete the assignments 
by the dates provided in the Due Dates and Planning section 
of this syllabus. As your instructor, I’m available to answer your 
questions as you progress through the course.
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and caring. Statement B also includes two additional sentences 
that were intended to demonstrate that the instructor is enthu-
siastic about the course (to generate interest) and the course 
is useful (because the theories and strategies should apply to 
students’ life and career). Unfortunately, a survey item about 
students’ perceptions of the usefulness of the Course Overview 
was inadvertently not included on the survey. We did not antici-
pate that the statements would vary for empowerment or success.

RESULTS
All 29 study participants completed the questions related to the 
late submissions, attendance, and use of electronics statements. 
Sixteen of those students in one course also completed the partial 
syllabus questions and 13 of those students in the other class 
also completed the questions related to the course overview 
statement.

Table 2 shows the median and range for each of the variables. 
We used the Wilcoxon signed rank test in SPSS (version 25) to 
compare the groups because the same students rated both state-
ments (the samples were related) and the data were not normally 
distributed. We set our alpha level at .05 for the statistical tests. 
Statement B was rated significantly higher for all perceptions 
except for a few that were rated the same (i.e., success for atten-
dance and course overview; empowerment for course overview) 
and one for which Statement A was rated significantly higher 
(caring for attendance). We compare these results to our predic-
tions in the Discussion section.

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 
The purpose of Study 1 was to determine whether different sylla-
bus statements would affect students’ MUSIC perceptions. As 
predicted, allowing students to turn in assignments late (with a 
penalty) led students to report higher perceptions of empower-
ment, success, and caring. This finding indicates that instructors 
who want to increase students’ motivation-related perceptions 
should identify ways to allow students to turn in assignments 
late, even if there is a penalty involved. In some cases, this policy 
change might be fairly easy to implement and may only require 

the instructor to go back and grade an assignment after they have 
already completed grading all the other assignments. In other 
cases, this policy change may be difficult to implement; for example, 
if the instructor wants to review the assignment answers in class, 
they would not be able to do so without giving away the answers 
to the assignment to students who have not yet completed it. 
In these situations it may be possible to develop an alternative, 
equivalent assignment that students could complete if they need 
to turn it in after the due date. 

We predicted that not grading attendance would lead to 
higher perceptions of empowerment, success, and caring. Our 
predictions were not confirmed except that students rated 
empowerment higher when attendance was not graded. Caring 
was rated lower when attendance was not graded, and there was 
no difference between groups for success perceptions. Therefore, 
attendance policies can have a mixed effect on students’ MUSIC 
perceptions. Given these findings, it is difficult to provide specific 
recommendations to instructors and the recommendations may 
vary depending on the course and context. For instance, if classes 
are primarily lecture and students can obtain the information 
through other means, it may not be necessary to require atten-
dance. However, if class activities involve a lot of student engage-
ment and learning activities, then requiring attendance could 
increase attendance and student learning.

We predicted that allowing students to use electronics would 
lead to higher perceptions of empowerment and caring, but lower 
perceptions of success. Students reported higher values for all 

three perceptions, thus confirming two of our predictions and 
disconfirming one of them. Allowing students to use their elec-
tronics, even when they are not needed in class, did not have 
a perceived negative effect on students’ success, as predicted. 
Perhaps students do not believe that multitasking has a negative 
effect on their learning. Students may be accurate in their beliefs, 
or just as likely, they may have an illusion of learning (Carpenter 
et al., 2020; Dunlosky & Lipko, 2007); that is, they believe that 
they are learning effectively when they are using electronics, but 
they are not. Another explanation may be that simply having the 
option to use their electronics if they want to (maybe to help 

Table 2. Median, Range, and Wilcoxon Signed-Rank Test Results

Variable Statement A Statement B z p Effect size rMdn Range Mdn Range
Late submissions
   Empowerment 3.5 5.0 5.0 2.5 4.228 <.001 .785
   Success 4.0 3.0 6.0 2.0 3.809 <.001 .707
   Caring 3.0 5.0 6.0 2.0 4.392 <.001 .816
Attendance
   Empowerment 4.0 5.0 6.0 2.5 4.058 <.001 .754
   Success 5.0 4.0 5.0 2.5 .692 .489 .129
   Caring 5.0 4.0 4.0 3.0 2.850 .004 .529
Electronics
   Empowerment 3.0 5.0 5.0 3.0 3.829 <.001 .711
   Success 4.0 4.0 5.0 2.5 2.723 .006 .506
   Caring 4.0 4.0 5.0 3.0 2.550 .011 .474
Partial syllabus
   Empowerment 3.0 3.0 6.0 2.0 3.572 <.001 .893
   Success 4.5 3.0 5.5 2.0 2.341 .019 .585
   Caring 4.0 3.0 5.5 2.0 2.183 .029 .546
Course overview
   Empowerment 5.0 2.0 6.0 2.0 1.933 .053 .536
   Success 5.0 2.0 5.0 2.0 1.414 .157 .392
   Interest 3.5 4.0 5.0 3.0 2.032 .042 .564
   Caring 5.0 3.0 5.0 2.5 2.271 .023a .630
Note. See Table 1 for the corresponding statements. Significance values represent comparisons between Statement A and B for each MUSIC perception. 
n = 29 for all comparisons except for partial syllabus (n = 16) and course overview (n = 13). 
a Caring was rated higher for Statement B than for Statement A (even though the median values are the same).
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them during class) increases their perceptions of success even if 
they do not ever need to or want to use their electronics. The 
implication is that instructors should allow students to use elec-
tronics in class if they want to increase students’ perceptions of 
empowerment, success, and caring. Obviously, this recommenda-
tion would have to be reconsidered if allowing students to use 
electronics interfered with their learning or the learning of other 
students in class.

For the partial syllabi that included all three statements 
related to late submissions, attendance, and use of electron-
ics, students gave higher ratings for Partial Syllabus B than A, as 
expected. Although they rated caring lower for the Statement 
B for attendance, when that statement was combined with the 
Statement B for late submissions and electronics in Partial Syllabus 
B, it led to an overall rating for caring in the Partial Syllabus that 
was higher for Statement B than A. This finding demonstrates that 
even if students rate one statement lower, the overall perception 
can be higher depending on the other statements on the syllabus. 
We do not know how much this one statement lowered students’ 
overall rating on the partial syllabus. However, future studies could 
investigate how syllabi that differ in only one statement compare 
to one another.

Finally, as predicted, adding a welcome statement in the 
Course Overview section led to higher perceptions of interest 
and caring (and empowerment was close to significance at p = 
.053). The obvious implication is that instructors should include 
this type of encouraging welcome statement on syllabi. We did not 
identify any negative implications of including two short course 
overview sentences on a syllabus. 

STUDY 2
Study 1 demonstrated that four of the MUSIC perceptions can 
be manipulated through the use of syllabus statements (the fifth 
MUSIC perception, usefulness, was not tested). The purpose of 
Study 2 was to add to these findings by conducting a study that 
(a) used a syllabus from a university course while the students 
were enrolled in the course, (b) used an experimental design, and 
(c) manipulated all five MUSIC perceptions. The research ques-
tion that guided this study was the following: To what extent is it 
possible to manipulate students’ MUSIC perceptions in a univer-
sity course by changing the language of the syllabus?

METHODOLOGY
Participants and Course
The participants included 37 students enrolled in an online course 
at a large public university in the southeastern U.S. The course 
was required as part of a graduate degree for students in certain 
education majors. Some of the students were already enrolled 
in their graduate degree programs in education (24.3%, n = 9) 
and others were taking the course as an undergraduate student 
because they intended to become a teacher or to enroll in a 
graduate degree program in the future (75.7%, n = 28). Most of 
the students self-identified as female (91.9%, n = 34), while three 
(8.1%) self-identified as male. Students self-identified their race/
ethnicity as follows: 86.5% White or Caucasian (not Hispanic) (n 
= 32), 10.8% Asian or Pacific Islander (n = 4), and 2.7% Hispanic 
(n = 1).

This course was one of the first “education” courses in 
which students enrolled, regardless of whether or not they were 
currently enrolled in a graduate-level education degree. The 

course focused on applying theories and research to teaching; 
and therefore, it had direct relevance to their intended career as 
a teacher. The course was conducted completely online with no 
synchronous meetings. 

Study Design and Procedure
We used an experimental design so that any differences between 
groups could be attributed to the intervention. Students were 
randomly assigned to one of two groups prior to the start of 
the course. The only difference between the groups was that 
they received a different syllabus. Group 1 (the control group) 
received a syllabus that was typical for this course, and Group 2 
(the MUSIC group) received a syllabus that was modified in ways 
that were likely to increase their MUSIC perceptions. 

Six days prior to the start of the course, the instructor 
emailed students the titles of the two required books and infor-
mation about how to obtain them. He told students to purchase 
the two books immediately to ensure that they would have them 
by the first day of class. The day before the start of the course, 
the instructor emailed students the appropriate syllabus for their 
group, and students were told that they could begin the course 
by reading the syllabus and clicking on a URL link (contained in 
the email) to complete an online assignment that asked them 
questions about the syllabus. Students were not given access to 
the online course learning management system (LMS) until they 
completed the online assignment, which was a survey about their 
perceptions of the course (as described in the Measures section). 
The instructional purpose for this procedure was to increase 
the chances that students would read the syllabus, which was 
important because the instructor did not meet with students in 
this online course to explain the syllabus. Completing the survey 
prior to accessing the course materials ensured that the percep-
tions that students reported on the survey were a direct result 
of reading the syllabus and were not influenced by other course 
materials (e.g., videos, assignments). On the first page of the online 
survey assignment, students were told not to complete the survey 
if they had not yet read the entire syllabus. After completing the 
survey assignment, students in both groups were given access to 
the same course in the online learning management system (LMS). 
From that point forward, students in both groups had access to 
exactly the same course materials and received the same emails 
from the instructor.

To assess whether students’ MUSIC perceptions changed 
after the first two weeks of the course, students completed an 
additional survey at the end of the second week. This second 
survey was completed after students had completed the first 
survey, a brief description of themselves, a quiz on the first chap-
ter reading from the textbook, and a quiz on the second chapter 
reading from the textbook. Both of the survey assignments were 
graded, and students received full credit if they completed the 
assignment, regardless of their responses. Students were encour-
aged to answer honestly and the surveys stated that “your instruc-
tors will never see your name associated with your responses 
because they will be separated by someone unaffiliated with 
this course.” For both survey assignments, we compared the 
responses from students in Group 1 and Group 2 on these vari-
ables: the five MUSIC variables, perceived ease of the course, and 
overall motivation in the course. The alpha level was set at .05 
for all statistical tests.
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Differences in Syllabi
One syllabus was created for the control group, and one was 
created for the MUSIC group. Both syllabi included the same 
assignments and point values for each assignment. Because 
students in both groups were enrolled in the same course, 
everything was exactly the same with respect to the resources, 
learning experiences, and assessments provided. None of the 
students were placed at a disadvantage by participating in the 
study because the control group syllabus was similar to syllabi 
used in prior courses. The only differences were attempts to 
increase the motivational climate for the students in the MUSIC 
group through changes in the language and organization of the 
syllabus. 

The changes in the syllabi that were targeted to affect 
students’ perceptions of each of the MUSIC model compo-
nents as summarized in Table 3. We predicted that all of these 
changes would lead to increased MUSIC perceptions, and as a 
result, their overall MUSIC perceptions and motivation would 
be higher for students in the MUSIC group than students in the 
control group. We also predicted that students in the MUSIC 
group would perceive the course to be easier because they would 
have increased perceptions of success and teacher caring.

MEASURES
The MUSIC Model of Academic Motivation 
(college student version, 20-item short form).
To assess students’ MUSIC perceptions, we used the 20-item 
short-form college student version of the MUSIC Model of 
Academic Motivation Inventory (MUSIC Inventory; Jones, 
2012/2022). The MUSIC Inventory includes five scales that assess 
students’ perceptions of each of the MUSIC model components: 
empowerment, usefulness, success, interest, and caring. The 
20-item short form has four items for each scale that are aver-
aged to form a scale score. Example items are as follows: “I have 
the freedom to complete the coursework my own way” (empow-
erment); “In general, the coursework is useful to me” (usefulness); 

“I am confident that I can succeed in the coursework” (success); 
“The coursework seems interesting to me” (interest); and “The 

instructor is willing to assist me if I needed help in the course” 
(caring). These items were exactly the same as the present tense 
version of the MUSIC Inventory presented in Jones (2012/2022); 
however a few edits were made to the items in Survey 1. For 
Survey 1, one success item and the four interest items had to 
be edited slightly to change the tense of the verbs given that 
students had not yet started the course. For example, one inter-
est item that usually reads “I enjoy completing the coursework” 
was changed to “I will enjoy completing the coursework” because 
students had not yet completed any coursework. The items were 
ordered randomly for each student individually. All items are rated 
on a 6-point Likert-format scale with descriptors at each point 
(1 = Strongly disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Somewhat disagree, 4 = 
Somewhat agree, 5 = Agree, 6 = Strongly agree). 

Several studies have documented the validity of the scores 
from the MUSIC Inventory in samples of college students (e.g., 
Jones, 2019; Jones et al., 2022; Jones & Skaggs, 2016; Wilkins et al., 
2021). We screened the data and replaced two outliers (one for a 
student on an item on Survey 1 and one for a student for an item 
on Survey 2) with the mean value on the scale from the student’s 
other three responses to items in that same scale. Cronbach’s 
internal consistency reliability estimates for the scales in Survey 1 
and Survey 2, respectively, were as follows: α = .64, .87 for empow-
erment; α = .84, .80 for usefulness; α = .82, .85 for success; α = .78, 
.83 for interest; and α = .78, .79 for caring). All of the values were 
deemed to be acceptable (George & Mallery, 2003).

Course Motivation
Students rated their course motivation (their intent to engage in 
the course) by using an online slider that allowed them to select 
a percentage from 0% to 100% in one-unit increments. The item 
for Survey 1 was “How much effort do you intend to put into 
this course,” and the item for Survey 2 was “In the future, how 
much effort do you intend to put into this course?” These items 
are consistent with the definition of motivation that is used in 
the MUSIC model: the extent to which one intends to engage 
in a course (putting forth effort is one means of engaging in a 
course) (Jones, 2018).

Table 3. Changes Made to the MUSIC Group Syllabus to Target MUSIC Perceptions
MUSIC perception 

targeted Syllabus section MUSIC group

eMpowerment Language throughout
Potentially controlling language was changed in an attempt to make it less controlling.
 •   “students should” was changed to “you may”
 •   “What students need to do” titles was changed to “How you may use it”

Usefulness Due dates 

These two sentences were added at the beginning of the Due Dates section: “Note: Below each chapter 
title is a bulleted list of topics. I took these topics directly from the [State] Department of Education 
because you’re supposed to learn these topics in your preservice education. Therefore, what we’re doing in 
this class is based on the [State] standards and I have designed this course to meet those requirements.”’

Success Purpose language To increase the prominence of the help features of the course, the subsections titled “Purpose” were 
changed to “How this can help you” (this was changed nine times in the syllabus)

Success Learning tools

A new section titled “Learning Tools to Help you Succeed” was created with the text: “In addition to the 
tools above, I have created additional tools to help you succeed in the course.” Three short sections that 
were in the control group syllabus were moved to this section in an attempt to emphasize that these tools 
were intended to help students succeed. The sections moved were titled: “Tips for Succeeding in EDEP 
5154 document,” “Self-Check Practice Quizzes,” and “Written feedback on all [assignments].”

Interest and 
usefulness Course overview

The following two sentences and student quotation were added at the beginning of the Course Overview 
section: “Welcome to this course about learning, development, motivation, and assessment! I hope that you 
find the course content as interesting as I do and that you learn a variety of theories and practical strate-
gies that will help you in your personal life and as a teacher. As one student from the class last year noted: 
I really enjoyed this course. The material was really interesting to me and most of the assignments gave me 
an opportunity to apply what I learned and to think about how to use this information in the future.”

Caring Language throughout With only a few minor exceptions (e.g., the “Honor Code”), the language was changed from third person 
in the control group version (which referred to “students”) to first person by referring to “I” and “you.”

7

IJ-SoTL, Vol. 16 [2022], No. 3, Art. 3

https://doi.org/10.20429/ijsotl.2022.160303



Course Ease scale
One item assessed students’ perceptions of the ease of the course. 
In Survey 1, students were asked, “How easy do you think the 
coursework will be for you?” because they had not completed 
any coursework at that time. In Survey 2, students were asked, 

“How easy is the coursework for you.” Students rated these items 
on a 6-point Likert-format scale with the following descriptors: 1 
(very hard), 2 (hard), 3 (somewhat hard), 4 (somewhat easy), 5 (easy), 
and 6 (very easy).

RESULTS
Although we assigned students to groups randomly in equal-
ly-sized groups, some students dropped out of the course during 
the first week (after they had already received the syllabus), which 
led to unequal group sizes. Thus, the final sample sizes for the 
control group and MUSIC group were 16 and 21, respectively. 
Using SPSS (version 25), we conducted Wilcoxon rank sum tests 
to compare the two groups because the data were not normally 
distributed and the samples in the two groups were not related. 
We set our alpha value at .05 for all tests.

Overall, students’ median scores on the five MUSIC scales 
were very high in both groups and were all 5.0 or higher on 
Survey 1 and 2 (see Table 4). These findings suggest that students 
in both groups found the syllabus to be supportive of a positive 
motivational climate in the course. They also rated their motiva-
tion very high in the course, as the values on the course motiva-
tion scale were at a median value of 99.0% (control group) and 
100% (experimental group) for Survey 1 and at 96% (control 
group) and 95% (experimental group) for Survey 2. Students in 
both groups, for both surveys, rated the course ease at a median 
of 4.0, which corresponded to somewhat easy on the six-point 
scale.

There were no statistically significant differences between 
the two groups for students’ MUSIC perceptions, motivation, or 
course ease perceptions (see Table 4). As an example for Survey 
1, there was not a statistically significant difference in empower-
ment perceptions between the control group (Mdn = 5.3) and 
the experimental group (Mdn = 5.0), z = 1.491, p = .136, r = 0.245. 

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS
The purpose of Study 2 was to determine if it was possible to 
significantly affect students’ perceptions of the motivational 
climate in a university course by changing the language and orga-
nization of a syllabus used in the course in which students were 

currently enrolled. Our results clearly demonstrated that the sylla-
bus changes we implemented did not have a statistically significant 
effect on students’ MUSIC perceptions, motivation, or perceived 
ease of course. The median values for the control and experi-
mental (MUSIC) group were not statistically significantly different, 
and in many cases, were almost identical. Here, we provide some 
possible explanations for these findings.

First, the changes that we made to the syllabus for the exper-
imental group may not have been significant enough to affect 
students’ motivation-related perceptions. That is, the “treatment” 
or “dosage” may not have been large enough to have an effect. 
Although the differences in syllabi statements were consistent 
with those in Study 1, it is possible that within the context of 
the entire syllabus these changes were rather insignificant. The 
course syllabus was quite long and included many different parts 
as compared to the hypothetical, three-paragraph, partial syllabus 
provided in Study 1. 

Second, the syllabus provided to the control group had been 
used in prior courses and revised over several years prior to the 
year it was used in this course. We selected it as an example of 
a respectable syllabus; it was not intended to be an example of a 
poorly-written syllabus. The fact that the median scores on the 
MUSIC perceptions for the control group ranged from 5.1 to 
6.0 indicates that we achieved a ceiling effect in which students’ 
responses were near the upper-end of the scale. In fact, it was 
impossible to improve on students’ median usefulness score for 
Survey 1 in the control group because it was already at the high-
est value of 6.0. As a result, there was little (or no) room for the 
experimental group to improve on the control group’s scores for 
each of the MUSIC scales. These high scores do not appear to be 
the result of an easy course because students rated the course 
as somewhat easy, as opposed to easy or very easy.

It may be the case that when the syllabus language is less 
supportive of students’ motivation-related perceptions, it is possi-
ble to make changes in the syllabus that could increase students’ 
motivation-related perceptions. Future research could examine 
whether there is a threshold at which syllabi changes can have a 
positive effect on students’ motivation-related perceptions. For 
example, it is possible that once students rate the syllabus at a 
certain level, additional changes to the syllabus do not have a 
significant effect on students’ perceptions.

Third, our study design did not allow us to determine 
whether certain aspects of the syllabus had positive effects on 
students’ perceptions and others had negative effects. Or, if some 

Table 4. Median, Range, and Wilcoxon Rank-Sum Test Results

Variable Control Experimental z p Effect size rMdn Range Mdn Range
Survey 1
   Empowerment 5.3 2.3 5.0 2.0 1.491 .136 .245
   Usefulness 6.0 0.8 6.0 1.3 .487 .626 .081
   Success 5.5 1.8 5.3 1.8 .571 .568 .094
   Interest 5.1 2.3 5.0 1.8 .062 .951 .010
   Caring 5.3 1.8 5.5 1.3 .927 .354 .152
   Motivation 99.0 17.0 100.0 20.0 1.002 .316 .165
   Ease 4.0 3.0 4.0 2.0 .237 .813 .039
Survey 2
   Empowerment 5.0 2.3 5.0 2.8 1.204 .229 .198
   Usefulness 5.9 1.0 5.8 1.5 .794 .427 .130
   Success 5.6 1.3 5.3 2.5 1.223 .221 .201
   Interest 5.5 2.0 5.0 2.0 1.134 .257 .186
   Caring 5.9 1.3 5.8 1.3 .192 .848 .032
   Motivation 96.0 10.0 95.0 20.0 .269 .788 .044
   Ease 4.0 4.0 4.0 3.0 .377 .706 .062
Note. n = 16 for control group, n = 21 for experimental group.
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syllabus aspects had positive effects on some MUSIC perceptions 
and negative effects on others, as was the case for the attendance 
policy in Study 1 (when attendance was not required, students 
rated empowerment higher and caring lower than when it was 
required). Relatedly, it is impossible for researchers to determine 
how students weigh each aspect of a syllabus or if they weigh 
aspects consciously or subconsciously. Perhaps students view 
syllabi more holistically and respond to questions about their 
motivation-related perceptions based on unconscious percep-
tions. That is, they may not even be able to accurately explain why 
they rate a MUSIC perception a certain way, but are somehow 
combining several factors in their minds to generate an overall 
response to the MUSIC scale items. 

Fourth, it is possible that students’ motivation-related 
perceptions are primarily affected by one or only a few factors 
that were not manipulated in this study. For instance, the types 
of assignments (e.g., written, multiple-choice quizzes) may have 
a significant effect on students’ perceptions. As an example, a 
student who believes that they are not a good test taker may have 
low perceptions of success in a course that requires students to 
complete many tests. In this case, language changes to the syllabus 
may not have enough of an effect on students’ motivation-related 
perceptions to overcome their beliefs about being a bad test 
taker. Further research is needed to understand which aspects 
of a syllabus have the most impact on students’ motivation-re-
lated perceptions. 

Fifth, it is possible that other aspects of the syllabus (besides 
language and organization of the syllabus) could lead to increased 
changes in students’ motivation-related perceptions. Other stud-
ies that have manipulated syllabi in real courses have found that 
students exposed to a visual syllabus retained more informa-
tion in the syllabus than those exposed to a traditional text-only 
syllabus (Yarosh, 2021). An infographic syllabus was perceived as 
easier to use, more interesting, and more engaging. It also moti-
vated students to read the syllabus more completely and made 
them feel less anxious about the course and more confident in 
fulfilling the course requirements (Kaur, 2021). Future studies 
could examine if incorporating these aspects of a visual syllabus 
could also lead to other changes in students’ MUSIC perceptions.

LIMITATIONS
One of the limitations of this study was its small sample size. 
Another limitation was that the course used in Study 2 was 
directly relevant to students’ future career plans. It would be 
useful to conduct a similar study in a course in which students 
did not believe that the content was very useful and a course in 
which students were less motivated to engage in the class. Third, 
we did not manipulate all aspects of a syllabus, such as the types 
of assignments. In the future researchers could examine how 
changes to types of assignments (e.g., multiple-choice quizzes 
versus written essays) could affect students’ motivation-related 
perceptions. 

IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSION
The results from Study 1 demonstrated that, in a hypothetical 
situation, students’ motivation-related perceptions can vary when 
they respond to different versions of syllabi statements. However, 
we were not able to replicate these results by modifying a “real” 
syllabus used for a “real” course. One of the reasons for our 
findings might be that we achieved a ceiling effect for students’ 

perceptions in the control group. This limitation could be over-
come by replicating this study using a syllabus that students rated 
lower with respect to their MUSIC perceptions.

An implication for instructors is that although language 
changes and minor organizational changes to syllabi did not 
increase students’ motivation-related perceptions, they did not 
lower them. Therefore, it is not harmful to include these types 
of language changes and it is probably reasonable to do so until 
more research evidence is generated to support or refute the use 
of these types of language and organizational changes to syllabi. 

An implication for researchers is that more studies need to 
be conducted using students enrolled in real courses. Studies are 
needed to examine how both qualitative and quantitative changes 
affect students’ perceptions. That is, what types of syllabus changes 
are most effective (qualitative changes), and how many changes are 
needed to affect students’ perceptions (quantitative changes)?

Study 2 demonstrated the practical difficulties in imple-
menting studies designed to detect how changes in syllabi affect 
students’ perceptions. As examples, it is unethical to develop a 

“bad” syllabus for a real course even though manipulating syllabi in 
this manner would allow for many different types of comparison 
research studies. In addition, it is difficult, if not impossible, for 
researchers to determine how any specific aspects of a syllabus 
affect specific student perceptions when the syllabus is several 
pages long and includes many different language and structural 
features. 

Finally, although increasing students’ MUSIC perceptions can 
lead to a more positive motivational climate (Jones et al., 2022), a 
positive motivational climate is not always associated with higher 
learning outcomes (Carpenter et al., 2020). Therefore, instructors 
must consider the recommendations in this study in combination 
with effective learning principles and knowledge of their students. 
For example, if important concepts are covered during class and 
most students do not attend class (because it is at an inconve-
nient time or location), then it may be beneficial to implement 
an attendance policy. However, if students are advanced gradu-
ate students who are eager to learn the course content, then 
an attendance policy may not improve their learning and may 
have a slightly negative effect on the motivational climate. These 
examples demonstrate how instructors must balance the science 
of teaching with their practical knowledge of students and the 
context of their course.
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