

1

Student Achievement/Motivation Theories


Most students come into the classroom with some sort of objective or goal for that particular day or class.  Whether it is to master the multiplication table, win the spelling bee, or simply to learn the letter ‘Q’, a child has a sense of ambition within him/herself to achieve in a certain academic aspect.  Each child has a different goal as well as level of achievement – depending on one’s point of view, some students can be seen as setting higher expectations of themselves than others.  Regardless of how “high” or “low” each student’s goals are – it is important for us, as educators to cultivate a sense of achievement within the student as well as create a classroom that reinforces personal goals.  


Motivation is an essential aspect of achievement in an individual.  Not only does motivation help a student to succeed, it also pushes them to learn.  For some children, having a set of individual goals serves as motivation for learning.  They have a certain amount of intrinsic motivation that is enough motive for them to pay attention and absorb what is being taught in the classroom.  These individuals possess a desire, all their own, to accomplish tasks and duties without outside reinforcement.  Although this is the ideal situation for all teachers and parents, oftentimes reinforcement is used to goad students to learn and creates an extrinsic desire to learn.  According to learning theorist, B.F. Skinner, behavior is changed by its consequences.  When students’ behaviors are responded with proper and consistent reinforcements, that behavior is more likely to repeat.  By using extrinsic rewards in the classroom, a teacher can establish a sense of motivation or objective in the student.  However, not just any reinforcement will change or maintain a child’s behavior.  Skinner discusses how an appropriate and immediate response should follow a specific behavior.  For instance, when a student completes a task-at-hand, teachers should follow with a positive reinforcement such as praise, stickers or permission to go

to recess in order to increase motivation in the student.  Through use of reinforcements, students develop feelings of accomplishment and achievement and are stimulated to learn.



Students have a need for achievement and as teachers, we have a responsibility to help fulfill that need.  In order to do this, teachers have the task of establishing a child’s level of development when they enter the classroom.  An assessment of the students’ abilities helps the teacher determine what the student can achieve independently, as well as what his/her potential abilities are.  Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development explains the distance between the two levels of students’ development – the actual and potential.  On a continuum, students are able to reach a certain level of academic achievement on their own, however they have a potential level that can also be reached. With assistance from a teacher or another adult, children can solve a problem or complete a task that they perhaps could not have accomplished by themselves.  For example, a student already familiar with multiplication is in his actual zone of development.  But when it comes to division, he falters and has difficulty grasping the concept.  An adult can provide the student with support and assistance and by explaining the relationship between multiplication and division the student is able to reach a higher level of accomplishment.  This notion of scaffolding reduces the distance between a child’s actual and potential development, enabling him/her to work independently on similar problems in the future.


Another way teachers can maximize students’ achievements is by sharpening and maximizing their students’ information processing skills.  Students are taught numerous processes and strategies that facilitate success in the classroom.  These skills are crucial for achievement and should be developed and nurtured by educators throughout a child’s academic career.  Memory is an essential part of information processing – it allows for the student to remember the information they acquire over the course of a school day and more importantly, the school year.  Teachers have the task of teaching children memorization techniques as well as managing the classroom environment for learning – such as minimizing distractions within the classroom.  Also, a student may remember a lesson or concept more easily if the related activities were personally relevant and/or exciting for them.  When the concept is built and encoded deeply enough, children are able to retrieve the information they need in order to reach their intended goals.


While memorization techniques are vital tools needed in academics, so are problem-solving strategies.  Once a student remembers a specific strategy or concept, they need to be able to apply it to various situations and problems.  As teachers, we try to develop on what the students already know and build on those abilities – fostering processes such as automaticity, generalization and metacognition.  Siegler (2000) discusses the importance of these ideas in regards to information processing.  It is necessary for students to realize these capacities in order to succeed in their schooling.  Once an individual learns a concept, he/she should be able to generalize it to other areas or problems.  As students engage in rote rehearsal activities, and practice solving problems, they develop skills that will help them recall and construct strategies to tackle any number of situations.  

Although these factors may seem indirectly related to a student’s achievement, connections can be made between acquiring of information processes and a student’s achievement.  While the child is in the classroom we can provide him with the means to achieve by teaching him strategies to memorize and recall and even modeling techniques and behaviors that are beneficial to achievement.  Albert Bandura discusses that successful modeling requires processes that include attention, retention and motor reproduction.  Each of these processes along with motivation is necessary to ensure acquisition of a behavior.  Teachers can use modeling to produce wanted behaviors in children – such as showing them the appropriate way to feed the class pet, or calling attention to a student who is being quiet and attentive.  Children eventually learn and recall that these behaviors are reinforced and quickly acquire them.  In other words, attention and memory are a means to maximum achievement in the classroom. 

Achieving one’s goals forms a sense of achievement and builds self-esteem, which motivates an individual to learn and become successful.  According to Erikson’s identity development theory, as a child is still experimenting with the environment and beginning to express a certain amount of self-will when he first enters school.  The child has not formed a sense of completion yet, however he is able to initiate tasks with the help of an adult.  As the child progresses to Erikson’s next stage of Industry v. Inferiority, he realizes the feeling of independence and self-empowerment.  Through the guidance of an adult, similar to Vygotsky’s idea of scaffolding, the child is able to have independent control over the tasks or problems presented to him – he has resolved the crisis involved with this stage, which is task completion.  

The student’s ability to complete homework, projects, assignments, etc. on his own or with limited adult assistance results in feelings of autonomy and accomplishment.  

Educational institutions and programs provide outlets for children to achieve and receive the rewards they deserve.  By recognizing a student’s achievements, the school reinforces the value of learning and encourages other students to set goals that they can achieve.  However, the issue of culture is sometimes forgotten as a factor in academic success or failure.  Schools may provide various resources and outlets for children to obtain and acquire knowledge, but whether or not the individual child is capable of grasping a concept due to cultural differences is another matter.  Certain problems arise for certain minorities  - John U. Ogbu, discusses in depth the difficulties some minorities face in school.  Some of the difficulties include language barriers, different learning and teaching styles, and conflicting cultural assumptions.  Different learning styles can surely hinder a child’s success in school, however depending on how severe the difference is; a teacher might be able to match the student’s style with their teaching method.  Once the teacher identifies the student’s learning style, he/she can hopefully facilitate the student’s learning and improve their abilities.  Although the solution is not always as easy as this, culture and language differences cannot be seen as a hindrance to education. Rather, it should enhance school curriculums and play a role in students’ academic success by exposing them to the beautiful worlds of different cultures, thus benefiting each child as he moves throughout the school system.

The learning process is continuous and is never complete even when a child attains his or her goals.  It is important for us, as teachers to constantly motivate children to learn in the classroom and for parents to encourage discovery and independent study outside the classroom.  Teachers hold the tools to help children overcome their cognitive as well as social and emotional struggles.  We have the capacity to shape young minds and whether we use reinforcements such as candy and toys, or simply instilling the value of education in our children, our duty is to have students achieve their very best and help them set or accomplish goals that are personal to them.  

