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Abstract. There is a need to clarify the nature of motivation because, in spite of much research on
motivation, there are still widely divergent views about exactly what motivation is. For example,
motivation can be viewed as either a short-term state or as a long-term predisposition. The purpose
of the present paper is to critically compare these two conceptualizations with reference to the
research literature and recent definitions. It was found that motivation should not be viewed as a
long-term predisposition, or a collection of beliefs. Instead, it is argued that motivation should be
viewed as a short-term state of mind that can be influenced by one’s long-term predispositions.
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1 Introduction

Motivation is a fundamental construct in education, yet in many previous studies there has been little
attempt to precisely define it. Murphy and Alexander (2000) reported that the word motivation was
used in 51 of the studies in their paper, but was only explicitly defined on four occasions (8%).
Furthermore, authors such as Koballa and Glynn (2007), Pintrich and Schunk (2002) and Ramsden
(1998) have noted that the term motivation has often been used with considerable overlap in meaning
with other terms such as attitude, volition, self-regulation, interest, and curiosity. This lack of clarity is
a serious problem for educationalists, as ambiguity can make it difficult to interpret findings in this field
and to arrive at a consensus. The question of how the phenomenon of motivation should be
conceptualized and defined is therefore important. The purpose of this paper is to compare two recent
conceptualizations of motivation for learning.

2 Recent Research on Motivation

In recent years, much of the research on motivation has adopted the social cognitive perspective, which
maintains that people tend to act in accordance with their own beliefs about their capabilities and the
expected outcomes of their actions (Bandura, 1997). Self-efficacy (Bandura, 1981) is one of these beliefs,
as students with high self-efficacy for a task will persist in their efforts until the task is completed,
whereas those with low self-efficacy will tend to give up easily or even avoid the activity (Zimmerman,
2000). Consequently, there is strong relationship between self-efficacy, learning behaviors, and academic
performance (Robbins et al., 2004). Expectancies and values concern students’ judgments about their
expectations of success as well as the potential usefulness of the content (Wigfield and Eccles, 1994,
2000). These can strongly influence learning and achievement, as people tend to choose tasks for which
they have a high expectation of success and they are more likely to persist at tasks that they consider
valuable (Eccles, 2009). Attributions are beliefs about the factors that have caused past successes or
failures, and they are important because they may influence students’ learning behaviors and
performance in future tasks (Perry, Stupnisky, Daniels, and Haynes, 2008; Weiner, 1986, 2010; Yates,
2002).

In addition to beliefs, there are other types of predispositions that are also important. Long-term
individual interest (Hidi, 1990) can strongly influence learning behaviors and achievement, as a student
with an individual interest in music for example will seek out music-related experiences and while so
engaged will experience enjoyment and increased knowledge (Ainley, Hidi, and Berndorff, 2002).
Achievement goals are the purposes that students have for engaging in learning tasks (Ames, 1992;
Kaplan and Maehr 1999; Mansfield, 2010; Pintrich, 2000a). Students with mastery goals for example,
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have a focus on learning or mastering the concepts, so these students are more likely to demonstrate
deep learning strategies, persistence, effort, and enhanced performance (Anderman and Maehr, 1994,
Pintrich 2000b; Roussel, Elliot, and Feltman, 2011; Xiang, McBride, and Solmon, 2003). Finally,
psychological needs for competence, autonomy, and social relatedness have been found to have a
significant effect on student learning behaviors and achievement, and the construct of intrinsic
motivation has been used to refer to this phenomenon (Black and Deci, 2000; Hanze and Berger, 2007;
Niemiec and Ryan, 2009).

The importance of the factors above is well-established, but there are other factors that can, on
occasion, have powerful negative effects on student motivation. Strong negative emotions such as anger,
sadness, fear, or boredom can influence the extent to which students are willing to become involved in
learning (Girod, Pardales, Cavanaugh, and Wadsworth, 2005; Pintrich and Schunk, 2002). Basic
physical needs can also profoundly affect learning behaviors because if students are hungry, thirsty, tired,
in danger, discomfort, or in poor health it is less likely that they will be able to learn (Edens, 2006; Kim
and Song, 2010; Pintrich and Schunk, 2002). Even more significantly, factors such as fatigue and hunger
can, on occasion, completely preclude all learning behaviors (Schunk, 2004). This is a very important
point which is critical to the arguments presented in this paper.

Factors external to the individual are also known to influence learning behaviors and achievement,
and a wide range of these have been identified. These include teacher enthusiasm (Brigham, Scruggs,
and Mastropieri, 1992), use of humor (Fisher, 1997), pedagogical techniques such as inquiry activities
(Hofstein and Lunetta, 2004), and real world relevance (Zusho, Pintrich, and Coppola, 2003). Some
external factors can have positive or negative effects depending on the situation: overuse of specific
pedagogical techniques has been linked to boredom and cessation of learning behaviors (Mann and
Robinson, 2009); the effects of peers can be positive when they value learning, but can be negative when
classmates are resistant to school norms (Nelson and DeBacker, 2008); and extrinsic inducements such
as rewards, praise, privileges, and attention can have complex effects that are not always easy to predict
(Corpus, McClintic-Gilbert, and Hayenga, 2009; Deci, Koestner, and Ryan, 2001; Gottfried, Marcoulides,
Gottfried, and Oliver, 2009). Finally, distractions and interruptions can have negative effects on student
learning behaviors (Anthony, 2009; Harrison, 1983).

In summary, motivation can be influenced by a wide variety of internal and external factors. However,
it is still very difficult to tell from this research exactly what motivation for learning actually is. Thus,
the problem of conceptualizing the phenomenon still remains. In the following section, two common
views of motivation will be examined towards resolving this issue.

3 Two Views of Motivation

Previous authors have variously viewed motivation as a short-term state and/or a long-term
predisposition. Brophy (1998) for example, stated that student motivation to learn can be viewed either
as a situation-specific state, or as a general disposition. The situation specific state would occur in a
particular situation when a student feels motivated and immediately engages in learning. On the other
hand, the general disposition is an enduring tendency to value learning. These views have been echoed
by more recent authors. For example Green (2002) defined motivation as a state: “Motivation is
typically defined as an internal state that activates, guides, and maintains behavior” (p. 989). However,
Martin and Dowson (2009) emphasized the long-term beliefs: “Motivation is defined as a set of
interrelated beliefs and emotions that influence and direct behavior” (p. 328).

It is important to emphasize one commonality between these two definitions. Both suggest that
motivation results in behavior. Similarly, Ford (1992) argued that motivation had three roles: to activate
behavior, to direct behavior, and to regulate the persistence of behavior. Thus, for the purposes of this
paper, motivation for learning will be taken to be the phenomenon that activates learning behavior.
Learning behaviors can include the physically observable behaviors such as looking at the teacher,
beginning work on a task, following directions, completing work, volunteering answers, asking for help,
and asking questions (Stipek, 2002). Other learning behaviors might not be physically observable and
these, including focusing attention, recalling, comparing, analyzing, and reflecting, have been referred to
as cognitive learning behaviors (e.g., Furinghetti and Morselli, 2009; Ulmer and Torres, 2007).
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Achievement has sometimes been used as an indicator of motivation (Pintrich and Schunk, 2002) but
there is only an indirect relationship between the two. As noted above, the definitions of motivation
suggest that it results only in the activation of learning behaviors. This does not necessarily result in
achievement/learning because other factors can affect the amount of learning that occurs. For example,
students vary in their ability to perform specific learning behaviors such as recalling, analyzing,
reflecting, and comparing (e.g., Lau and Roeser, 2002), so this will impact on the amount and quality of
learning. In addition, learning and achievement will be partly influenced by pedagogical factors such as
the clarity of the explanations provided by the teacher (Rodger, Murray, and Cummings, 2007). Thus,
according to the decision-making model, the process of motivation itself would not guarantee how much
learning will occur or that a student will learn what the teacher intended; it just means that motivation
would ensure that students are trying to learn, by activating learning behaviors such as focusing
attention and thinking.

In the following sections, the two views of motivation will be analyzed.

4 Is Motivation a Long-term Predisposition Involving One’s Beliefs?

The question of whether motivation should be viewed as a long-term phenomenon is an important one
because a large body of research has shown that long-term beliefs about self-efficacy, attributions,
expectancies and values, as well as achievement goals and individual interests, can play powerful roles in
influencing learning behavior.

However, in this section it will be argued that motivation should not be regarded as a long-term
predisposition, a belief, or an interrelated set of beliefs. As stated above, the definitions of motivation
have suggested that motivation is the phenomenon that activates learning behavior. However, long-term
predispositions or beliefs do not directly activate behavior. Schunk (2004) noted that there can be
occasions on which hunger and fatigue can completely prevent learning behaviors. This implies that a
student might have an enduring predisposition to value learning, but if that student comes to school
fatigued or hungry then he/she may or may not display learning behaviors. The idea that fatigue and
hunger can override a predisposition suggests there can be times when other factors can interfere to
prevent that predisposition from having an effect. This means that a predisposition is not a direct
determinant of behavior, so it cannot be motivation.

The same reasoning applies to each of the other long-term beliefs, goals, interests, and values that
students might have: Fatigue and hunger can, on occasion, prevent all learning behaviors (Schunk,
2004), which implies that the effects of any particular belief can be nullified under certain conditions.
Physical states such as fatigue and hunger are not the only factors that can have this effect, as it has
been found that a range of other internal and external factors can preclude or moderate the effects of
particular beliefs: (1) low levels of individual interest can be overridden by highly interesting classroom
activities (Flowerday, Schraw, and Stevens, 2004) and conversely, high levels of individual interest can
be overridden by repetitive pedagogy (Mann and Robinson, 2009); (2) the negative effects of less
desirable attributions can be overridden by high quality teaching (Perry and Magnusson, 1989); (3) the
effects of attributions depend on other cognitions that make up the student’s learning model (Ferla,
Valke, and Schuyten, 2009); (4) the effects of expectancies are dependent on task value (Wigfield and
Eccles, 1994) and the effects of task value can be mediated by achievement goals (Lau, Liem, and Nie,
2008); (5) the effects of achievement goals can be mediated by negative emotions such as boredom,
sadness, or fear (Pekrun, Elliot, and Maier, 2009; Pintrich and Schunk, 2002); and finally (6) the effects
of self-efficacy can be mediated by interests (Lent, Lopez, and Bieschke, 1991), attributions (Wilson and
Trainin, 2007), and achievement goals (Lau et al., 2008). Thus, individual beliefs, values, or interests are
not direct determinants of behavior, as other factors can interfere to either nullify or modify the effects
of each one. Motivation is the phenomenon that directly activates behavior so if a belief does not
directly activate behavior then it cannot be motivation.

Neither should motivation be viewed as a collection of beliefs nor the sum total of the
interrelationships between one’s beliefs, achievement goals, values, and interests. For example, a student
might theoretically have a complete set of fully positive beliefs, interests, and values for learning in
mathematics, but there may still be a mathematics lesson in which that student is too hungry or too
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tired to concentrate and think. Thus, an interrelated collection of beliefs does not have the ability to
directly activate behavior, so it cannot be motivation.

5 Is Motivation a Short-Term State of Mind?

The alternative view is that motivation might be regarded as a short-term state of mind. This transient
state of motivation, as when one becomes “motivated” in a particular situation and immediately engages
in a learning activity, is an intuitively appealing idea because at these times individuals commonly
experience an identifiable feeling. This feeling has been described as curiosity (Niemiec and Ryan, 2009),
readiness to learn and explore (Ryan and Deci, 2000), wanting to make sense of things (Wlodkowski,
1999), a desire to know more (Maw and Maw, 1964, as cited in Rotto, 1994), or a desire to engage
(Schunk, 2004). These feelings can collectively be referred to as states because they tend to dominate
our consciousness when they occur, yet they do not persist for extended periods.

Importantly, there is substantial evidence suggesting that this state is typically accompanied by
learning behaviors. For example, Maw and Maw (1964) stated that curiosity was characterized by
people “reacting positively to new, strange, incongruous, or mysterious elements in their environment by
moving toward them, exploring them or manipulating them” (Rotto, 1994, p. 31). In other words, when
we experience the state of curiosity in a particular situation, learning behaviors occur. In addition,
Niemiec and Ryan (2009) noted that learning behaviors associated with intrinsic motivation were
accompanied by feelings of curiosity and interest; and Hidi and Anderson (1992) stated that student
engagement in cognitive activities was accompanied by a positive feeling “to find out more about it” (p.
219). Thus, this state of mind comprising an urge to learn, is typically accompanied by learning
behaviors.

Thus, there are good reasons to believe that the active state of motivation is most directly associated
with learning behaviors. In fact, the two can usually occur concurrently when one is engaged in learning.

6  Conclusion and Implications

The purpose of this paper was to compare two conceptualizations of motivation. It was found that one
of these, the view of motivation as an active state of mind, was to be preferred. Accordingly, an
appropriate definition would be,

Motivation for learning is an active state of mind that can occur on particular occasions

and which produces the activation of learning behaviors.

In this definition, the state of mind is a strong urge to learn, so it includes situated feelings of
curiosity, wanting to understand, or wanting to find out, which are aroused in a particular context. It is
almost certainly influenced by one’s beliefs, values, interests, psychological needs, physical needs,
emotions, peers, teacher enthusiasm, extrinsic inducements, pedagogical techniques, interruptions, and
distractions. The learning behaviors include a wide range of specific cognitive behaviors such as focusing
attention, planning, recalling, comparing, imagery, self-instruction, analyzing, and reflecting, as well as
physically observable behaviors such as looking at the teacher and asking questions.

The main implication for future research is that in order to study motivation it is necessary to study
it as a short-term state rather than a long-term phenomenon. This has implications for research because
much of the data gathered to date has been done by large-scale surveys which are usually not carried
out when students are actually experiencing motivation to learn. These types of surveys are popular
with researchers however, because they typically deal with relatively stable beliefs and values, so they
can be implemented at any time. Consequently, much is known about the influence of these beliefs. The
challenge for future research will be to balance this with in situ studies at times when students are
currently experiencing a state of motivation.

There is also an important implication for teaching. If motivation is a short-term state then learning
behaviors may be activated or de-activated at any time throughout a lesson. Teachers should be aware
that even when learning behaviors are happening they can be de-activated prematurely by interruptions
or other changes in internal or external factors. It is not enough to provide a single engaging experience
at the beginning of a lesson and assume that its effects will continue until learning has been completed.
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The teacher must instead aim to ensure that optimal conditions for the ongoing activation of the state
of motivation are maintained at all stages of the lesson.

Finally, it is crucially important that we continue to develop our understanding of motivation. Many
adolescent students have motivation-related problems in school, and these will not be resolved unless
very clear directions for action can be derived from research. It is therefore crucial that we continue to
work towards a shared understanding of what motivation actually is.
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