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Abstract 

Urban students from ethnic minority and low-income families have been historically 

underrepresented in higher education (Case, 2007). This study examined the psychological 

factors that might be responsible for this discrepancy by assessing high school students’ 

motivational beliefs and self-regulated learning strategies, both of which are highly correlated 

with academic outcomes (Anderman et al., 1999; Baumert et al., 2000). Data were collected 

from a Los Angeles area school district where over 2,589 high school students of Asian, Latino, 

African American and White descent were surveyed. It hypothesized that 1) SES is significantly 

correlated with motivational beliefs and learning strategies, 2) ethnicity is significantly correlated 

with motivational beliefs and learning strategies, and 3) motivational beliefs and learning 

strategies are significantly correlated with GPA (see Figure 1). Results indicate significant 

socioeconomic status (SES) and ethnic differences in students’ instrumental motivation, self-

efficacy, and cognitive earning strategies. A series of Pearson product-moment correlation 

coefficients showed self-efficacy, instrumental motivation, self-efficacy, elaboration, 

memorization, and control strategies all significantly predicted students' academic GPA.   

Introduction 

Motivational beliefs assess a student’s perception of his/her potential with respect to a 

certain task or task domain. A growing body of research suggests that these perceptions are 

dynamic, as students’ academic “selves” shift throughout their education (Markus & Wurf, 

1987). These findings are significant because they emphasize agency in students’ learning 

processes. Motivation is highly implicated in self-regulated learning (SRL), an active and 

constructive process whereby learners regulate and control their cognition, motivation, and 

behavior (Bandura, 1986). In other words, SRL looks beyond the content and substance of a 
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child’s education. It focuses on the way students address and handle learning tasks by applying 

strategies, motivating themselves, and by regulating their own learning processes (Baumert et al., 

1998). Both motivational beliefs and SRL contribute to academic outcomes, although neither 

plays a predominantly causal role (Anderman et al., 1999; Baumert et al., 2000). These findings 

led to the realization that the self is malleable and subject to change, which is pivotal because it 

can therefore be manipulated and used as a tool for motivation. 

To better understand SRL and motivational beliefs, a shift away from the individual and a 

focus on the broader cultural context is necessary. Although the self is malleable, it is also stable 

in the sense that it is attuned to the affordances and constraints of the immediate context 

(Oyserman et al., 2012). For example, significant others, such as teachers and parents, can 

significantly impact students’ motivation to succeed (Cross & Markus, 1994). Additionally, 

research suggests ethnic group membership maps on to stereotypes of academic ability, which 

ultimately influences academic achievement, aspirations, extracurricular activities, conceptions 

of success, and the way ethnic groups generate possible selves (Kao, 2000; Oyserman & 

Fryberg, 2006). Furthermore, cultural values, such as an individualistic or collectivistic 

orientation, may frame the way students generate academic and school-related possible selves 

(Oyserman & Harrison, 1993).  

The current study analyzed an existing data set collected at Lakewood High School in 

Lakewood, CA. It included 4,000 ninth through twelfth grade students, and it was collected 

during the 2009-10 school year (demographic information available in Figure 2). Marsh and 

colleagues’ (2006) self-report questionnaire was used to assess motivational beliefs and self-

regulated learning (psychometrics available in Tables 1 and 2). Cumulative GPA was used to 
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measure academic outcomes. The current study is important because it examines the 

circumstances under which students succeed and fail in academic contexts.  

Literature Review 

This section will review work on motivational beliefs and self-regulated learning 

strategies, discuss the varying contexts under which they are developed, and provide an overall 

foundation for the study.  

Motivational Beliefs 

The Malleability of Motivation. Motivational beliefs assess a student’s perception of 

his/her potential with respect to a certain task or task domain, and they are significant because 

they reflect students’ own learning strategies and learning processes. One of these beliefs is self-

concept. In the past, self-concept was viewed as a passive force that reflected ongoing behavior 

(Markus & Wurf, 1987). In the 1980s, however, researchers acknowledged that self-concept is 

powerfully implicated in directing and regulating behavior. Markus and Wurf (1978) emphasized 

the dynamic nature of self-concept, focusing on its motivational consequences and ability to 

provide incentives, standards, plans, rules, and scripts for behavior.  

Self-Efficacy. Self-efficacy refers to a student’s belief in his/her own ability to handle 

learning situations effectively. More importantly, it concerns the kind of confidence necessary 

for students to take on learning tasks they find challenging (Baumert, Fend, O’Neil, & Peschar, 

1998). Marsh (2006) describes the process of increasing self-efficacy as one in which students 1) 

select more difficult and challenging tasks, 2) invest more effort, and 3) persist in their efforts, 

even if they are not immediately successful or are faced with setbacks. Self-efficacy is 

fundamental to motivation because it is a global reaction to the self (Schunk, Pintrich, & Meece, 

2008). In fact, research suggests self-efficacy beliefs are strongly linked to academic 
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performance and achievement, career success, health behavior, recovery from illness, and marital 

satisfaction (Bandura, 1986). Although Bandura (1986) studied self-efficacy in relation to certain 

tasks, other studies maintain a broader sense of the term (Baumert et al., 2000; Judge, Erez, 

Bono, & Thorsen, 2002). Accordingly, the current study also maintains a generalized perception 

of self-efficacy as it relates to academic success in a specific domain.  

It is important to differentiate between self-efficacy and self-competence, the latter of 

which involves social comparisons that students make between their classmates (Schunk, 

Pintrich, & Meece, 2008). Self-efficacy, on the other hand, involves beliefs about students’ 

ability to be successful at a specific task, independent of their classmates. Self-efficacy is 

fundamental to motivation because it is a more global reaction to the self, and it includes beliefs 

that someone can (or cannot) bring about a desired consequence (Schunk, Pintrich, & Meece, 

2008). Self-efficacy beliefs are tied to a variety of outcomes ranging from academic achievement 

to recovery from illness, and even marital satisfaction (Bandura, 1986). The current study tested 

students’ self-efficacy rather than self-competence, i.e. their individual ability to learn new 

material rather than comparing themselves to their peers.  

Intrinsic vs. Instrumental Motivation. Intrinsic motivation regards an individual’s focus 

on internal incentives such as a positive emotional state associated with learning or interest in a 

particular subject area. Instrumental motivation, on the other hand, regards an individual’s focus 

on external incentives such as feedback or rewards for good behavior. When applied to an 

academic setting, instrumental motivation primarily concerns career-related goals such as the 

decision to attend college (Marsh et al., 2006). Instrumental motivation can be used to indicate 

the likelihood that students will enroll in college, their performance in college, the majors they 

choose, and even the courses they take (Eccles, 1994; Eccles & Wigfield, 1995; Wigfield, 
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Eccles, & Rodriguez, 1998). The current study focuses on instrumental motivation, measuring 

the extent to which students are motivated towards a financially secure future and increased job 

opportunities.  

Effort & Perseverance. Effort and perseverance refer to volitional aspects of motivation, 

i.e. the will to learn (O’Neil & Herl, 1998). In this sense, effort indicates an individual’s attitude 

towards learning rather than resulting behaviors of that attitude (Marsh et al., 2006). The effort 

one exerts in the face of obstacles is a function of his/her underlying motivation to overcome 

learning difficulties. Research suggests that effort and perseverance have a considerable effect on 

goal setting, strategy use, and academic achievement (Zimmerman, 1999).  

Learning Strategies 

Self-Regulated Learning. Self-regulated learning (SRL) refers to the dynamic and 

continuous processes by which humans acquire information and direct their learning (Baumert et 

al., 2000). The development of self-regulated learning strategies is fundamental to academic 

success because it dictates the way students handle tasks by applying strategies, motivating 

themselves, and by regulating their own learning processes (Baumert et al., 1998). Human 

agency, i.e. the degree to which students are active participants in their own learning processes, 

is central to self-regulated learning (Artelt et al., 2003). Features of agency include intentionality 

(proactive commitment to actions that may bring about desired outcomes), foresight (the ability 

to set goals), self-reactiveness (monitoring progress), and self-reflectiveness (re-evaluating 

motives, values, and life goals) (Baumert et al., 1998). These metacognitive processes can be 

transferred to other situations beyond the classroom, allowing students to become lifelong 

learners (Artelt et al., 2003). Research suggests that students who approach learning with 
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confidence, strong motivation, and a range of SRL strategies are ultimately more likely to 

achieve success because they take responsibility for their learning (Artelt et al., 2003).  

Three dominant SRL strategies include memorization, elaboration, and control strategies. 

Memorization is the most basic strategy, defined as verbatim representations of knowledge 

stored in memory (Artelt et al., 2003). Elaboration, on the other hand, requires students to 

connect new material to prior learning (Artelt et al., 2003). Students acquire a greater 

understanding of material when they explore this connection rather than simply memorizing 

information. Lastly, control strategies refer to students’ ability to evaluate what they have 

already learned and what they still need to learn (Artelt et al., 2003). Students adapt learning to 

the task at hand by thinking about what they need to learn and relating it to learning goals. The 

current study also examined these three strategies. For example, students were asked to what 

extent do they relate new material to things they have learned in other subjects, how information 

might be useful in the real world, how material fits in with other things they have learned, and 

how material might be understood better when students relate it to things they already know.  

Reciprocal Causation. Although motivational beliefs and learning strategies are analyzed 

as separate domains, research indicates that they are mutually interdependent and significantly 

correlated (Bandura, 1986). Zimmerman and Martinez-Pons (1990) studied this connection by 

comparing students from academically gifted schools to those of regular schools, finding that 

learning strategies were strongly correlated to perceptions of verbal and mathematical efficacy. 

The gifted students ultimately made greater use of the self-regulated learning strategies, 

displaying significantly higher verbal and mathematical efficacy than regular students. Thus, 

self-regulated students must be metacognitively, motivationally, and behaviorally active 

participants in their learning process (Zimmerman & Martinez-Pons, 1990). Baumert and his 
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colleagues (2000) recorded similar findings, arguing that academic context creates a feedback 

loop between self-monitoring and achievement. Students’ selection and use of strategies 

profoundly influence perceptions of academic efficacy, but this relationship is cyclical rather 

than linear because perceived self-efficacy also moderates respective learning strategies.  

Individual Differences in Motivational Beliefs and Learning Strategies  

The Power of Expectations and Feedback. Expectations that a child will fail or succeed 

shape the feedback given to that child, which in turn alters his/her reaction to the task (Bing & 

Morris, 1985). In fact, a student’s actual ability may be irrelevant to his/her perceived ability and 

overall enjoyment of the task (Bing & Morris, 1985). To illustrate this point, Cross and Markus 

(1994) administered an initial problem-solving test to 1,500 students (measuring ability), 

provided feedback, and followed up with a response to the test (measuring perceived ability). 

Among those with equal ability, those given failure-feedback were less likely to report the test as 

easy or enjoyable than those given success-feedback. Feedback also manifests in day-to-day 

interactions that students have with significant others such as parents and teachers. For example, 

adolescents who receive academic encouragement from their mothers are more likely to believe 

that they can accomplish their educational and career goals than adolescents without such 

encouragement (Kerpelmen et al., 2002). Thus, expectations and feedback (whether direct or 

indirect) can either enhance or diminish a student’s perceived ability and level of enjoyment in a 

certain task. 

Possible Selves. In order to understand the role that feedback plays in shaping a student’s 

self-concept, one must accept that the “self” is subject to change. Nurius’ (1986) theory of 

“possible selves” reinforces this notion, holding that one’s conception of a “future self” could 

largely shape his/her current behavior. These assessments ultimately function as a roadmap, 
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representing students’ hopes, fears, desires, and fantasies about the future (Markus & Nurius, 

1986). Although possible selves were not directly assessed in the current study, this framework is 

helpful in understanding the link between cognition and motivation. Research suggests that GPA, 

participation in class, and time spent doing homework increased among students when their 

future academic selves were perceived higher than current academic selves (Anderman, 

Anderman, and Griesinger, 1999; Oyserman et al., 2004). In fact, simply imagining a possible 

self is enough to anticipate and even experience some of the effects associated with that end state 

(Ruvolo & Markus, 1992). In a study of 217 students, participants imaged themselves as either 

successful or unsuccessful in the future, and imagined that either hard work or luck was 

responsible for these outcomes. Those in the “success due to hard work” condition were 

ultimately fast to endorse positive, success-relevant selves and reject negative, failure-relevant 

selves. They also worked the longest on a persistence task and scored the highest on a task 

measuring effort. These findings are noteworthy because they emphasize students’ agency in 

directing and shaping their own learning processes. In other words, the realization that one’s 

conception of a “future self” could influence his/her current behaviors accompanied the 

realization that manipulation of one’s current “self” is a powerful tool for motivation.  

Group Differences in Motivational Beliefs and Learning Strategies 

Social Context. Although the self is malleable, it is also stable in the sense that it is 

attuned to the affordances and constraints of the immediate context (Oyserman et al., 2012). 

Significant others play a critical role in validating and invalidating future selves, which means 

students with access to positive role models may be more likely to achieve positive academic 

outcomes than those surrounded by negative influences (Oyserman et al., 2012). It’s 

uncomfortable and painful to strive for an unrealistic self, so students are more likely to give up 
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on their dreams when they don’t think it’s possible to achieve them (Oyserman & Fryberg, 

2006). On a broader scale, negative feedback can also manifest itself in ethnic/racial and class 

stereotypes. Social contexts create shared images of possible selves in particular domains, which 

can enhance or restrict an entire ethnic group’s self-regulatory mechanisms (Oyserman & 

Fryberg, 2006).  In a series of 66 interviews among Black, White, Asian, and Latino students, 

ethnic group membership mapped on to stereotypes of academic ability. These group stereotypes 

ultimately influenced educational achievement, aspirations, extracurricular activities, 

conceptions of success, and the way these groups generate possible selves (Kao, 2000). 

Ethnicity. Research suggests ethnic stereotypes may place limitations on what students 

are expected (and not expected) to achieve. Students are influenced by the goals of their peers, 

adjusting their level of aspiration in order to fit the group norms (Weiner, 1992). For example, 

stereotypes surrounding African American and Latino students mainly focus on low achievement 

in school (Kao, 2000). According to a sample of 83 Latino teenagers, the most common feared 

selves include being a victim of violence/drug abuse, being lonely, being poor, and dying young 

(Lobenstine et al., 2001). If feedback towards students includes an expectation of failure, they 

must first overcome that barrier by not failing (Kao, 2000). Stereotypes surrounding Asian 

Americans, however, tend to focus on gifted academic ability (Kao, 2000). Accordingly, Fryberg 

& Markus (2005) found that Asian high school students overwhelmingly report at least one 

positive possible self related to success in school. As previously mentioned, stereotypes have a 

considerable impact on educational achievement. If the primary goal is not falling into a certain 

pattern, it may be difficult for students to identify a possible self that is geared towards excelling 

in school (Oyserman & Fryberg, 2006). When students receive feedback that promotes low 
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academic outcomes or fails to promote achievement, they approach learning from a position that 

is framed towards low achievement. 

Socioeconomic Status. Socioeconomic status (SES) is a powerful predictor of school 

achievement, and the most widely used contextual variable in education research (Sirin, 2005). It 

has a consistently positive correlation with all 14 SAL factors in Marsh and colleagues’ (2006) 

study, as students from low-income schools tend to lack confidence in their academic skills and 

also tend to have less developed learning strategies (Marsh et al., 2006). In a meta-analytic 

review of 101,157 students from 6,871 schools across 128 school districts, results showed a 

medium to strong SES-achievement relation (Sirin, 2005). If a school is not adequately funded, 

the children who attend it are more likely to encounter early school failure, poor school 

performance, disruptive behaviors, negative attitudes towards school, and poor attendance (Fine, 

1991). These negative school experiences add up over time, eventually culminating into the 

decision to formally drop out of school (Fine, 1991). High school drop out rates are a major 

concern for policy-makers because they correlate with higher levels of unemployment, higher 

crime rate, lower earnings, more health problems, and higher dependence on welfare and other 

governmental programs (Rumberger, 1995).  

The Big Picture. Research suggests a strong relationship among SES, race/ethnicity, and 

academic achievement. Group differences are not a matter of inherited gift, however, rather the 

students’ motivation and willingness to work hard. As previously mentioned, motivational 

beliefs are largely shaped by the expectations and feedback of others. If teachers have low 

expectations about their students’ ability to succeed, it is predicted that students will report lower 

motivational beliefs and underdeveloped self-regulatory skills. Some scholars argue that the most 

pressing issue facing the U.S. education system is the ability to provide all students with a fair 
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opportunity to learn (OTL) (Moss et al., 2008). Thus, the current study focuses not on 

deficiencies in low-income students or students of color, rather the inadequacies in resources and 

instruction that diminish their learning environments.  

Methods 

Overview of Lakewood High School. The current study analyzed data collected by the 

Lakewood School District during the 2009-10 school year at Lakewood High School in 

Lakewood, CA. The sample includes 2,589 ninth through twelfth grade students. Included were 

752 White students, 409 Asian students, 1,032 Latino students, and 396 African American 

students (see Figure 2). Students were either classified as “high” or “low” SES, depending on 

whether or not they qualified for free lunch.  

OECD’s SAL Instrument. Items related to motivational beliefs and learning strategies 

were adopted from the Students’ Approaches to Learning (SAL) instrument, which was 

constructed by the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OCED) (Marsh 

et al., 2006). The SAL instrument was created as part of one of the largest and most powerful 

cross-cultural comparisons of diverse educational psychology constructs and it has been 

validated across the world (Marsh et al., 2006). The study included 4,000 15-year-olds from 25 

countries (N=107,899), and it evaluates 14 factors assessing self-regulated learning strategies, 

self-beliefs, motivation, and learning preferences (Marsh et al., 2006). The SAL takes only 10 

minutes to complete, yet it is well defined with cross-cultural generalizability across the 25 

countries (see Tables 1 and 2 for available psychometrics). The current study adopted 25 items 

from the SAL measuring motivational beliefs and learning strategies. Motivational beliefs were 

assessed through 12 items including Self-Efficacy/Self-Belief (5) Instrumental Motivation (3), 
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and Effort & Perseverance (4) (see Table 1). Learning strategies were assessed through 13 items 

including Elaboration (4), Memorization (4), and Control Strategies (5) (see Table 2). 

Skepticism Surrounding Self-Report. A common criticism of self-report questionnaires is 

that they assume students have the necessary cognitive capacity (i.e. metacognitive awareness) to 

comprehend the items and understand how they relate to their learning processes. In fact, studies 

involving students up to eighth grade have found little correspondence between self-reports of 

learning strategies and actual engagement in them (Artelt, 1999, 2000). However, it has been 

established that learning strategies develop considerably across elementary-school years and 

become elaborated and differentiated by age 15 or 16 (Baumert et al., 2000). Furthermore, the 

OECD demonstrates extraordinary rigor to ensure the comparability and appropriateness of 

testing materials and translations. No previous educational psychology study has been so 

successful in obtaining large, nationally representative samples from so many different countries 

(Marsh et al., 2006). Due to its strength and brevity, the SAL instrument is psychometrically the 

strongest self-report measure available, broadly appropriate to students from different cultural 

and national settings.  

Results 

This section will present descriptive statistics, identify data analysis techniques, revisit 

hypotheses listed earlier, and provide an interpretation of the results.   

Descriptive Statistics. Over half of the sample is LSES (57%), with Latino students as the 

most represented ethnic subgroup (40%) (See Figure 2). White students, Asian American 

students, and African American students comprise 29%, 16%, and 15% of the total sample, 

respectively. The average GPA was 2.73, with moderate SES and ethnic group differences. Low 

SES students possessed a lower average GPA (M(LSES)=2.66) than High SES students 
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(M(HSES)=2.85). There were also ethnic differences in total GPA (M(Asian)= 3.06, M(White)= 

2.91, M(Latino)= 2.66, and M(African American)= 2.49) (see Figure 3).  

Preliminary Analysis. Table 1 lists survey items related to Motivational Beliefs. Table 2 

lists survey items related to Self-Regulated Learning Strategies. All items were adopted from the 

OECD’s SAL Instrument, and preliminary analysis shows reliability consistent with previous 

findings. In fact, the current study demonstrates slightly higher reliability than Marsh et al., 

(2006).  

Motivational Beliefs, Learning Strategies, and SES. A one-way analysis of variance 

showed significant SES differences in Instrumental Motivation (F= 6.24, p= .013), Effort & 

Perseverance (F=10.10, p= .001), Memorization (F= 13.79, p< .001), and Control Strategies (F= 

2.88, p= .090) (see Table 3). Self-Efficacy and Elaboration were not significantly correlated with 

SES (p= .862 and .144, respectively).   

Motivational Beliefs, Learning Strategies, and Ethnicity. A one-way analysis of variance 

showed significant ethnic differences in Instrumental Motivation (F= 8.99, p< .001), Effort & 

Perseverance (F= 4.23, p= .005), Elaboration (F= 5.30, p= .001), Memorization (F= 10.65, p< 

.001), and Control Strategies (F= 8.16, p< .001) (see Table 4). Self-efficacy was not significantly 

correlated with Ethnicity (F= 1.99, p= .112). Post hoc analyses using the Scheffé post hoc 

criterion for significance indicated that Asian Americans recorded significantly higher 

Instrumental Motivation (p< .001), Effort & Perseverance (p< .001), Elaboration (p< .001), 

Memorization (p< .001), and Control Strategies (p< .001) than White students, as well as 

significantly higher Instrumental Motivation (p= .05) and Control Strategies (p= .05) than 

African American students. Latino students recorded significantly higher use of Elaboration (p= 

.05) and Memorization (p= .05) than White students.  
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Motivational Beliefs, Learning Strategies, and GPA. A series of Pearson product-moment 

correlation coefficients were computed to assess the relationship between Motivational Beliefs, 

Learning Strategies, and GPA (see Table 5). Results indicated a significant positive correlation 

between GPA and Instrumental Motivation (r= .245, p< .001), Self-Efficacy (r= .201, p< .001), 

Effort & Perseverance (r= .142, p< .001), Elaboration (r= .049, p= .013), Memorization (r= .099, 

p< .001), and Control Strategies (r= .230, p< .001).  

Hypotheses Revisited. Hypothesis 1 and hypothesis 2 were largely substantiated, as 

shown by the significant relationships among SES, ethnicity, Motivational Beliefs, and Learning 

Strategies. Hypothesis 3 was also largely substantiated, as shown by the significant positive 

correlations among Motivational Beliefs, Learning Strategies, and GPA. On one hand, the 

current study highlights ethnic and SES differences in students’ motivational beliefs and use of 

learning strategies. On the other hand, however, the findings suggest commonalities in the way 

all students motivate themselves and initiate high-quality learning. 

Discussion 

Motivation as a Predictor of Academic Achievement. The current study suggests that 

improving student outcomes may accompany (to some extent) a corresponding shift in students’ 

motivational beliefs. Markus and Nurius’ (1986) theory of “possible selves” is one perspective of 

many that is properly suited for this task because it suggests that poor performance is not a result 

of lower ability or skills, rather doubts and negative expectations (Ruvolo & Markus, 1992). 

Implicit in the possible selves framework is the theory that a future self could incentivize certain 

behaviors while disincentivizing others. In a study of 160 low-income eighth graders, the 

students improved their grades, spent more time doing homework, participated in class more, and 
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were referred less to summer school when possible selves functioned as a self-regulator 

(Oyserman et al., 2004).  

Learning Strategies as a Predictor of Academic Achievement. The current study also 

suggests academic success may also accompany the development of self-regulated learning 

strategies. In order to shape students’ approach to learning in a meaningful way, teachers must 

understand that the learning process extends far beyond basic knowledge acquisition. In fact, a 

major responsibility of educational systems is to develop students into capable, confident, and 

enthusiastic learners (Artelt et al., 2003). Students who have positive approaches to learning are 

more likely to enjoy good learning outcomes, develop the ability and motivation to learn on their 

own initiative, and become lifelong learners (Artelt et al., 2003).  

 Learning strategies are a social prerequisite for successful acquisition and achievement, 

often able to transcend domains. In fact, research indicates that low self-confidence and weak 

motivation can be mediated to some extent by adopting a particular learning strategy (Artelt et 

al., 2003). Boekaerts (1999) model helps explain the broader purpose of these strategies, 

depicting self-regulated learning in three different layers. At the center is ‘regulation of learning 

strategies’, farther removed is the ‘regulation of the learning process’ (using metacognitive 

knowledge and skills to direct learning), and in the outermost ring is ‘regulation of the self’ 

(choice of goals and resources). When introducing various learning strategies to students, 

teachers should be cognizant of the role they play in developing a student’s sense of self.   

SES and Ethnic Differences. Although SES and ethnicity are confounded, they are 

nonetheless two of the most important/widely studied variables in educational psychology 

research. The current study found significant SES differences in Instrumental Motivation, Effort 

& Perseverance, and Memorization, with High SES students outperforming Low SES students in 



MOTIVATION AND LEARNING IN HIGH SCHOOL  
 

 19 

all three categories. Students from more privileged social backgrounds have clear advantages in 

the way they approach learning, i.e. higher interest and a greater propensity to control their 

learning. The study did not find a significant correlation between SES and Self-Efficacy, 

Elaboration, or Control Strategies. Differences in ethnicity were also somewhat mixed, with the 

most significant motivational differences occurring between Asian and White students. Thus, it 

appears that the most powerful implications of the current study focus on the motivational and 

regulatory characteristics of all students, regardless of race and SES. 

Education Policy Implications 

Emphasis on Mastery-Based Assessments. Two prevalent assessments for grading 

children are criterion-based assessments and norm-referenced assessments. The former 

determines whether or not a student has mastered an educational objective, while the latter 

measures a student’s achievement in relation to his/her peers (Gentile & Lalley, 2003). Research 

indicates that normative assessments serve a purpose when evaluating the range of abilities in a 

group and selecting top candidates when only a few openings are available (Woofolk, 2008). 

They should be utilized with caution, however, because norm-referenced testing has the potential 

to damage a student’s self-efficacy and lower teacher expectancies of that student (Cephas, 

2013). The current study found a significant correlation between self-efficacy and academic 

achievements, which has implications for the types of assessments that should be used in the 

classroom. Self-efficacy refers to an individual’s belief that he/she can accomplish a task, which 

ultimately requires successful performance on an assessment (Rowe, 2011). When norm-

referenced assessments are used, it is inevitable that some students will succeed while others will 

fail. Thus, criterion-based assessments are preferable because they allow all students to succeed. 

Not only does mastery learning avoid the harm that norm-referenced assessments pose, but it 
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serve an additional purpose in motivating students. Rowe (2011) conducted a within groups 

comparison, finding that a mastery learning environment group demonstrated a positive and 

significant difference in intrinsic motivation while the control group showed no significant 

difference (Rowe, 2011).  

It can also be argued that it is not the type of test that matters, rather the nature and 

characteristics of feedback that teachers provide based on performance. According to Festinger’s 

social comparison theory (1954), students possess a basic drive to compare themselves to others, 

in order to obtain an accurate assessment of their ability. Thus, it is imperative that teachers 

provide positive validation for their students’ efforts, rather than assuming an overly critical role. 

Teachers play an integral role in fostering a students’ academic sense of self, as students are 

highly influenced by the approval and recognition of others within the school environment 

(Salyer, 1995). 

The internal/external frame of reference (I/E) model created by Marsh & Hau (2004) 

further reiterates this concept, assessing self-concept both within and across subjects in a 55,577 

sample of adolescents from 26 different countries. In order to have a high self-concept in a 

particular area, students must have better skills than their peers (external) but also believe they 

are better than other subjects (internal) (Marsh & Hau, 2004). Students already compare 

themselves to others without a formal assessment in place, so teachers must play a particularly 

active role in emphasizing their strengths in order to balance the negative affects associated with 

comparative judgments. Mastery learning focuses on reinforcing and expanding initial learning, 

which allows educators to instruct all students effectively regardless of their individual aptitudes 

(Gentile & Lalley, 2003).  
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Cultivating Lifelong Learners. Changing the way teachers appraise students (i.e. 

emphasizing mastery learning) will also change the way students appraise themselves (Rowe, 

2011). If students are to take control of their learning, they must have confidence in themselves 

and believe it is worth putting in effort to achieve particular goals. One way to achieve this 

objective is to emphasize comprehension-oriented learning, i.e. explicit checking of relations 

between previously acquired knowledge and new information, the formation of hypothesis about 

possible connections, and the testing of hypotheses against the background of new material 

(Artelt et al., 2003). Learning is ultimately more likely to be successful when students take a 

proactive approach, drawing on strong motivation and clear goals.  

In order for a student to become lifelong learner, teachers must satisfy the “psychological 

nutriments” of autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Rowe, 2011). When these needs are 

satisfied, students develop intrinsic motivation to engage in further activities to enhance learning. 

Conversely, a frustration of these needs results in amotivation, diminished performance, 

diminished psychological wellness, and student attrition (Block & Sredl, 2006; Deci, Vallerand, 

Pelletier, & Ryan, 1991). Covington’s (1992) quadripolar model for success and failure further 

develops this point, categorizing students into four general types of learners: success oriented, 

failure avoiders, overstrivers, and failure accepters. Success oriented students are highly engaged 

in academic activities, not anxious or worried about performance. Failure avoiders are anxious 

and use self-handicapping strategies in an attempt to avoid failure (i.e. procrastination or 

reluctance to engage in academic work). Overstrivers almost always do well in class, constantly 

asking the teacher about their grade and showing signs of anxiety and worry about doing well. 

Lastly, failure accepters are indifferent to achievement, either due to a lack of concern and caring 

or active anger and resistance to achievement values (Covington, 1992; Garcia & Pintrich, 1994). 
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This model is important because it identifies the factors necessary to maintain a positive self-

image. It also provides an explanation for the behavior of failure accepters and failure avoiders. 

For these students, expending effort is scary because if they try hard, yet fail anyway, it implies 

low ability. These findings provide further evidence in favor of mastery learning. Teachers can 

help students avoid negative outcomes by setting goals that can easily be achieved and planning 

learning tasks where no risk is involved (Covington, 1992).  

Conclusion 

Creating a Common Language. The current study was designed to locate differences in 

students’ motivational characteristics, but its strongest and most important implications refer to 

commonalities among all students. In sum, this study reiterates previous findings that students 

are more likely to initiate high-quality learning using various strategies when they are well-

motivated and believe in their capacities (Artelt et al., 2003). The very foundation of educational 

psychology rests on the notion that all students can succeed when they are given the right tools, 

regardless of their ethnic and SES differences. Thus, the topic of investigation shifts away from 

student learning and towards the institutional structures designed to promote it. Future research 

should focus on the extent to which school systems help students acquire learning competences 

and dispositions that are essential both for academic success and for later in life. 
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Tables 

Table 1.  

 

 

 

 

Motivational Beliefs 
Subscale Item # Question Chronbach’s 

Alpha (Marsh 
et al., 2006) 

Chronbach’s 
Alpha (Current 

Study) 
Self Efficacy/Self-Belief   .715  .74 
 9 When I sit myself down to learn 

something really difficult, I can 
learn it.  

  

 16 I’m confident I can understand 
the most complex material 
presented by the teacher. 

  

 23 If I decide not to get any bad 
grades, I can really do it. 

  

 27 If I decide not to get any 
problems wrong, I can really do 
it. 

  

 31 If I want to learn something well, 
I can. 

  

Instrumental Motivation   .799  .80 
  13 I study to increase my job 

opportunities. 
  

 20 I study to ensure that my future 
will be financially secure. 

  

 28 I study to get a good job.   
Effort & Persistence    .793  .81 
 35 When studying, I work as hard as 

possible. 
  

 39 When studying, I keep working 
even if the material is difficult. 

  

 43 When studying, I try to do my 
best to acquire the knowledge and 
skills taught. 

.  

 47 When studying, I put forth my 
best effort. 
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Table 2. 

Learning Strategies 
Subscale Item # Question Chronbach’s 

Alpha (Marsh 
et al., 2006) 

Chronbach’s 
Alpha (Current 
Study) 

Elaboration   .779  .79 
 32 When I study, I try to relate new 

material to things I have learned in 
other subjects. 

  

 36 When I study, I figure out how the 
information might be useful in the 
real world. 

  

 40 When I study, I try to understand 
the material better by relating it to 
things I already know. 

  

 44 When I study, I figure out how the 
material fits in with what I have 
learned.  

  

Memorization   .749  .76 
 33 When I study, I try to memorize 

everything that might be covered. 
  

 37 When I study, I memorize as 
much as possible.  

  

 41 When I study, I memorize all new 
material so that I can recite it.  

  

 45 When I study, I practice by saying 
the material to myself over and 
over.  

  

Control Strategies   .797  .80 
 34 When I study, I start by figuring 

out exactly what I need to learn. 
  

 38 When I study, I force myself to 
check to see if I remember what I 
have learned. 

  

 42 When I study, I try to figure out 
which concepts I still haven’t 
really understood. 

  

 46 When I study, I make sure that I 
remember the most important 
things. 

  

 48 When I study, and I don’t 
understand something I look for 
additional information to clarify 
this.  
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Table 3. 

 

Table 4.  

 
 
 
 

Comparison of Motivational Beliefs, Learning Strategies, and Engagement by SES 

 Low SES High SES F p 
x SD x SD   

    
 

Motivational 
Beliefs 

Instrumental 
Motivation 

8.97 2.36 9.20 2.29 6.24 .013 

Self-Efficacy 15.06 2.78 15.04 2.75 .03 .862 

Effort & 
Perseverance 

55.41 2.11 55.67 2.07 
 

10.10 .001 

 
 

Learning 
Strategies 

Elaboration 
 

52.09 2.31 52.23 2.30 2.14 .144 

Memorization 
 

53.43 2.17 53.76 2.15 13.79 .000 

Control Strategies 15.00 3.27 15.23 3.33 2.88 .090 

Comparison of Motivational Beliefs, Learning Strategies, and Engagement by Ethnicity 

  
White (W) 

 
Asian (A) 

 

 
Latino (L) 

African 
American 

(AA) 

F p Scheffé 
*=.05 

**=.000 
x SD x SD x SD x SD 

    
 

Motivational 
Beliefs 

Instrumental 
Motivation 

8.79 2.45 9.34 2.16 9.25 2.30 8.84 2.26 8.99 .000 A>W**; 
A>AA 

Self-Efficacy 14.90 2.90 15.29 2.68 15.11 2.69 14.97 2.74 1.99 .112  

Effort & 
Perseverance 

55.35 2.16 55.80 2.03 55.56 2.06 55.46 2.12 4.23 .005 A>W** 

 
 

Learning 
Strategies 

Elaboration 
 

51.88 2.37 52.39 2.23 52.22 2.29 52.21 2.26 5.30 .001 A>W**; 
L>W** 

Memorization 
 

53.19 2.28 53.66 2.07 53.73 2.09 53.78 2.14 10.65 .000 A>W**; 
L>W* 

Control 
Strategies 

14.69 3.36 15.67 3.19 15.20 3.28 15.00 3.21 8.16 .000 A>W**:
A>AA* 
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Table 5.  
 

 
 
 

 

 

Comparison of Motivational Beliefs, Learning Strategies, and Academic GPA 

 Motivational Beliefs Learning Strategies 

Instrumental 
Motivation 

Self-
Efficacy 

Effort & 
Perseverance 

Elaboration Memorization Control 
Strategies 

 
Total 
GPA 

Pearson 
Correlation 

.245 .201 .142 .049 .099 .230 

p .000 .000 .000 .013 .000 .000 

N 2556 2354 2520 2528 2531 2489 


