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ABSTRACT

K IA JAMES
I W IL L W H AT I W ANT.
STUDENTS* PERCEPTION & AC ADEM IC AC H IE V M EN T
Under the direction o f Vincent W. Youngbauer, Ph.D.

The academic success or failure o f students should be v iewed as an educational
issue as well as a social issue that may develop into psychological, economic and social
implications (Anderman & Patrick, 2012). Low-income students face numerous
challenges within their social environment, which may impact their academic success. A
high grade point average does not translate into high school graduation and or college
acceptance. Understanding the rationale behind high achieving low-income students*
decision-making process can play a large part in improving society and their individual
lives. Qualitative critical ethnographic research approach is entrenched in a humanistic
and social justice belief in which the students' social life is represented and analyzed for
the purpose o f overcoming social oppression (Madison, 2011). The consociation o f selfefficacy beliefs and Self-determination Theory is used to focus on uncovering the
intrinsic and extrinsic motivators o f high achieving low-income students, which
addresses the realities o f this group that may have academic achievement but are
oppressed by social class.

CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Nelson Mandela stated. "Education is the most powerful weapon which you can
use to change the w orld" (Mandela. 2003). That statement has guided my personal
philosophy regarding teaching, learning and education. Education is the key to unlock the
door o f opportunity. Opportunity allows students the ability to move beyond his/her
socioeconomic level. Therefore, education is the key to unlocking the door o f pov erty by
providing opportunities for personal and social growth and development. Students' level
o f motivation and socioeconomic background may contribute to their academic ability.
The goal o f this study designates high-achieving low-income students as the
marginalized group within a gifted and high-achieving preparatory school that reside in a
Title I rural high school district. M y research focuses on identifying the intrinsic and
extrinsic factors o f high-achieving low-income students while analyzing possible
contributing influences associated with decision-making processes in regard to academic
success.
Each day. I encounter high-achieving low-income students and ponder the odds o f
their future academic success. As an educator and leader, I continually address teachers'
low-expectation for students; the mandates issued by the state, and students' beliefs about
success. Regardless o f the students' academic abilities, there remains a number o f "atrisk” factors stacked against them attaining academic success. Poverty, m inority status,
and rural culture alone place students at risk; multiple factors increase the risk

exponentially for children underperforming academically. Yet. against the odds, a
growing number o f high-achieving low-income students living in rural areas are
succeeding academically in both secondary and post-secondary education (Lawrence.
2009). Motivation is an influential characteristic o f students* academic success or failure.
Former United States Education Secretary Terrel Bell once stated. "There are three things
to remember about education. The first is motivation. The second is motivation. The
third one is m otivation" (Usher, 2012, p. 1).
Lev Vygotsky (1978) believed that cognitive development is shaped through an
individual's social interactions with others, as learning occurs first in a socio-cultural
context and then personally. Vygotsky (1978) emphasizes that "every function in the
child's cultural development appears twice: first, on the social level, and later on. the

individual level" (p. 57). Vygotsky's (1978) theory is similar to Dewey's (1990) belief
that learning results from the interconnectedness o f students and the community. Both
ideologies reflect the importance o f productive learning environments and the
understanding o f students' background and home lives.
Horace Mann, creator o f the common school, known as public school, advised
citizens that schools funded by the taxpayers and the government for the purpose o f
educating all children was "fo r the benefit o f the whole race... collectively" (Urban &
Wagoner, 2013, p. 95). The goal o f public school is to educate and nurture children's
natural goodness and powers o f constructive development to be prepared to be productive
adults free from the possible corruptions o f and by society (Pinar. 2008). W hile this goal
is respectable, it is also unrealistic. The concept that one entity can meet the needs o f all
students is unrealistic and calls for a system designed by a "one-size fits a ll" approach to

testing, intervention and remediation (Ravitch, 2009). Education is the key to developing
human capital (Spring, 2011). Education's purpose is to nurture children's natural
goodness and powers o f constructive development in order to free them from the possible
corruptions o f and by society (Pinar, 2008).
There is no good individual, good education, truth or knowledge without
understanding society and its role in the development in one's quality o f life (Schiro.
2013). High-achieving students, average students, and special education students are a
few o f the titles or classes in which students are placed while in school. A teacher's
expectation o f a student's ability may be directly linked to the classes he/she is placed.
Low-income students face numerous challenges w ithin the world and school. Lowincome children are often confronted by social stereotypes with intentional and
unintentional biases from their community and school (Wyner, Bridgeland. & D ilulio,
2007). Children may not be aware o f the stereotypes and biases within the media or by
those in positions o f influence. Those subliminal messages may or may not alter a
student's perception o f self.
The concept o f high achieving and gifted has existed for decades since Lewis
Terman's Genetic Studies o f Genius (1925) and the creation o f Alpha and Beta IQ tests
which helped legitimatize intelligence testing in both academia and with the general
public (Urban & Wagoner, 2013). In 1958, Congress approved the first-ever direct
federal aid for educating students o f higher abilities (The National Defense and Education
Act Jost, 1997). The government's definition o f gifted has undergone several changes
since the original classification appeared in The Education Amendments o f 1969 (Public
Law [PL] 91-230, 1970). State Departments o f Education use the federal government's
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interpretation o f gifted to develop school district policies for identification and eligibility
criteria (Davis & Rimm, 2004). As society's understanding o f intellectual abilities has
developed, people began to understand and accept a student as gifted and/or talented.
“ The word gifted or giftedness denotes asynchronous development in which advanced
cognitive abilities and heightened intensity combine to create inner experiences and
awareness that are qualitatively different from the norm." (Clark. 2008. p. 54)
In 1958, Congress approved the first-ever direct federal aid for educating students
o f higher abilities (The National Defense and Education Act Jost. 1997). Even with
Congress approving aid, schools did not offer much support to gifted students until the
publication o f the Marland Report. The Marland Report was submitted to Congress in
1972 and “ emphasized that services for the gifted and talented were almost nonexistent"
(Karnes & Stephens, 2008, p. 4). In the report Commissioner Sidney P. Marland. Jr.
depicted gifted students as a neglected m inority o f at least 2.5 m illion pupils (Robinson.
2014). The Marland Report provided school systems with a clearer definition o f
giftedness and a framework in which to establish training programs for teachers o f gifted
learners, programs for students, and further gifted research. In addition to assisting
school systems, it also outlined the need for the federal government's direct assistance in
developing effective gifted education. The government formed the Office o f the Gifted
and Talented in 1974, which was housed under the Bureau o f Education for the
Handicapped. A follow-up study commissioned by the Office o f Education in 1976
reported schools had made some progress, but concluded that gifted education still
suffered from inadequate funding and a shortage o f qualified teachers (Jost. 1997) which
could impact students' academic achievement.

A Nation at Risk (1983) sparked the increased scrutiny o f education. In 1988.
Congress passed the Jacob Javits Gifted and Talented Students Education Act as part o f
the Reauthorization o f the Elementary and Secondary Education Act. The Jacob Jav its
Gifted and Talented Students Education Act funded the National Research Center on the
Gifted and Talented with the sole purpose o f means for gifted education research in order
to develop innovating ways to cultivate and foster students' gifts and talents. I he
National Excellence: A Case for Developing America's Talent (1993). which was funded
by the federal government, once again highlighted a lack o f opportunities for gifted
students nationally. The National Association for Gifted Children (1998) created national
standards aimed at creating a set o f programming criteria for school districts on a national
scale. The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) (2002) was passed as the reauthorization
o f the Elementary and Secondary Education Act. The Javits Program w as included in
NCLB, and expanded to offer competitive statewide grants to develop programs that
support gifted students regardless o f socio-economic level.
High-achieving students are often thought to have bright educational futures:
however, the road to high school graduation and college acceptance may not be smooth
(Wyner et al, 2007). Regardless o f the Acts and creation o f standards. A Nation
Deceived report published in 2004 illustrated America's inability to properly meet the
needs o f its most able students despite the overwhelming research (Colangelo. Assouline.
& Gross. 2004). Students identified as gifted or high achieving still suffer from
motivation issues. Researchers recognize that intentional under-achievements o f gifted/
high-achieving students occur based on determinants. Two possible causes for
underachievement in gifted and high achieving students include a lack o f motivation to
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apply themselves in school and a lack o f supportive or nurturing environments
(Whitmore, 1989). The lack o f support, motivation or nurturing environments may
explain why high-achieving low-income students, even those that are successful in
graduating from high school and ranked in the top o f the class or as valedictorian, submit
reduced numbers o f college applications in comparison to high-achieving middle or
upper class students (Hoxby & Turner, 2012).
Low-income students face numerous challenges within their social environment,
which may impact their academic success. Low-income students may arrive at school
lacking necessities to be motivated and engaged in the curriculum. Students' lack of
motivation may be due to out o f school factors (culture o f poverty) or the students are atrisk for dropping out o f school. Prior studies reveal that one factor in a student's decision
to drop out o f school may be motivation (Vallerand, Fortier. & Guay. 1997). There is a
plethora o f studies that discuss student motivation and low-income students and/or highachieving students; however, there are few studies that address the perspective,
determination, motivation levels, environment, and academic resilience in high-achieving
low-income students.
The purpose o f this study is to investigate the factors that contribute to students
making decisions that may affect their academic success. Information regarding the
perceptions students have regarding their motivators, school culture/environment, and
efficacy could help inform students, teachers and educational leaders. In addition, this
research expands the findings about the individual student beliefs o f academic selfefficacy and task value that may contribute to achievement outcomes for high achieving
low socioeconomic population.
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A qualitative research approach was chosen for its ability to explain an individual's
point o f view. It seeks to understand the meaning o f an action taken by an individual
with respect to its influence on his/her daily life. This approach was selected because it
allows students to share their personal stories, process o f decision-making, and
motivation styles. Qualitative research methods are used to collect data in their natural
settings, and then interpret or make sense o f the phenomena through the meanings people
make (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). According to Creswell (2012). "the type o f problem
best suited for this form o f research is one in which it is important to understand several
individuals’ common or shared experiences o f a phenomenon" (p. 81).
As a qualitative researcher. I deploy a wide-range o f interconnected interpretive
practices to gain an understanding o f the subject matter at hand (Denzin & Lincoln.

2011). This approach w ill provide a deeper understanding o f each student’ s unique
process, allowing the researcher to explore and gain insights into the students' motivation
and actions from the students' point o f view (Lester. 2010).

Nature o f the Study
Research Question
Self-efficacy theory (SE) focuses on one's belief in his or her ability to
accomplish a desired task. Self-determination theory (SDT) w ill be used to explain and
predict students' decisions that lead to academic success (Deci & Ryan. 1985). SE theory
focuses the data analysis to assess the reason students engage in certain activities.
Bourdieu's (1977) social capital influences are relevant in assessing an external factor
(i.e. shared activities, coursework. and interactions that selected students experience
within schools, the community, and at home) o f motivation for high-achieving low-
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income students that contribute to the rationale for academic decisions. SDT explores
how the critical perspective regarding gender and socioeconomic level affects the
process. The collaboration o f SE and SDT allows for a comparative study focused on the
intrinsic and extrinsic motivating factors o f high-achieving low-income. male and female
students, which addresses the realities o f this group that may have academic success but
are oppressed by social class or gender.
M y research question is "‘What perspectives do high-achieving low-income
students in a rural high school hold in regard to self-efficacy and SDT as it related to
academic achievements?" The guiding question for this study allowed for an in-depth
analysis o f an at-risk group o f students' perceptions in regard to their academic
achievements. Understanding the rationale behind high-achieving low-income students'
decision-making processes and motivations can play a large part in improving society and
their individual lives. This study analyzes students' perceptions o f how they perceive
their academic success in terms o f self-efficacy beliefs using a critical ethnographic
approach. Research methodology includes an online survey, personal and group
interviewing, and personal documents or academic artifacts (GPA, report cards).

Cycle o f Poverty
USA Today published data retrieved from the United States Census Bureau
(2011) stating an estimated 97.3 m illion Americans fall into a low-income category
("Census shows'', 2011). The Census Bureau (2011) estimates nearly 49.1 m illion people
fall below the poverty line and are counted as poor. The United States Census Bureau
(2013) establishes approximately 21% o f school age children in the United States were in
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families living in poverty. W ithin a year, the number o f students living in low-income
households increased to 51%, with half or more o f those students in 21 states on free or
reduced lunch.
It is estimated that the number o f low-income high-achieving students nationally
is larger than the individual populations o f 21 states (Wyner et al. 2007). The percentage
o f school-age children living in poverty ranged across the United States from 27% in
New Hampshire to 71% in Mississippi in 2013. According to the National Center for
Children in Poverty, nearly 22% o f children lived in poverty, which amounts to nearly 16
m illion children (Cauthen & Fass. 2008). O f those 16 m illion K-12 children living in
low-income households, an estimated 3.4 m illion o f them are high-achieving students
(Wyner et al, 2007).
There is a gap in the research in regard to literature pertaining to high achieving
low-income students' achievements. A child's environment and lifestyle may play a
direct or indirect role in affecting a student's level o f academic success. Maslow (1943)
stated that i f one is "dominated by physiological needs, all other needs may be pushed
into the background" (p. 378). According to Maslow (1943), there is a hierarchy o f
needs; each need translates into drive, which is related to the state o f satisfaction or
dissatisfaction o f another drive. Society relies on its schools to serve as an equalizer for
children bom into low socioeconomic circumstances (Duncan & Murnane, 2011).
Slocumb (2001) refers to poverty as culture or mindset based on social framework.
Poverty is an intergenerational cycle within families who struggle to meet their daily
basic needs. A child born into poverty or a low-income household cannot break the cycle
without interventions (Duncan & Murnane, 2011). A strong support system, role models
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in the household, the school system or community, and state or federal support programs,
may provide interventions necessary for children in rural America (Flora & Flora. 2003).
Rimm (2003) states the relationship built with the household and school system
may play a critical role in attempting to break the cycle. The parents' own background
and experiences with school and teachers may also play a role in the child's academic
success (Rimm, 2003), self-efficacy, and determination. Negative school experiences can
cause underachievement, reduced motivation, and lack o f confidence among students and
parents. Schools must have a clear understanding o f backgrounds o f the children they are
serving. Those living in poverty may base their decision on a limited localized view o f
the world. Like any other culture in the world, the culture o f poverty has norms and rules
known to only those fam iliar with that frame o f thinking (Smith. Ekono. & Robbins.
2014). Academic success may be viewed in a negative manner among fam ily and the
community regarding the possibility o f someone as "being better than others" or
“ pretentious” and ready to leave the neighborhood (Payne, 2005). The background
knowledge that students bring to school may affect their ability to achieve in the
classroom, in a positive or negative way. What factors contribute to some low-income
high-achieving students' determination to succeed and seek college? Bourdieu's Cultural
Capital Theory (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977) may explain the effect o f parental education
and environment on achievement. Bourdieu addresses the role that social classes
preserve a strong cultural identity, and that social origins (i.e. skills and attitude) have a
strong influence on students' cultural resources (M ullis et al. 2012). That ideology may
continue the cycle o f poverty that appears to be the primary external factor (environments
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related to home, school, and peers) to determine whether high-achieving students w ill or
w ill not achieve academically (Rimm, 2003).
Curriculum
Curriculum choices play an important role as schools develop an environment and
student expectations. A structured curriculum may motivate both teachers and students.
The development o f relevant competitive curriculum and content pedagogy improve
student learning and success for all students. Schools need to develop programs that are
focused on encouraging student motivation and other self-determining factors.
Discovering the motivating factors in regard to education and academic success is critical
to the increasing student achievement, academic engagement, learning and the pursuit o f
higher learning opportunities o f future populations. There are several educational
theories and curricula in today's educational system, however; they may be considered
ineffective i f the theory neglects to engage and motivate students to become critical
thinkers, innovators, and productive global citizens o f tomorrow. The United States
should reflect on the educational practices, policies, and curriculum development
strategies o f other countries.
The United States has developed curricula and policies that require students to
memorize facts and details while lim iting their ability to interpret and analyze the details.
This regime is problematic to low-income students who may not have access to out o f
school remediation opportunities or support systems needed to be successful. An in
depth understanding o f school environment, policies and curriculum may help pinpoint
factors that may contribute to a student's academic success. To approach such a
conversation, one must have a good grasp on "what is curriculum?"

Pinar's (2008) Understanding Curriculum pinpointed several key areas o f
curriculum such as: political, racial, gendered, phenomenological, autobiographical,
aesthetic, theological, institutionalized, and international. The concept o f curriculum is
so vast, one can assume it is all encompassing. It can take many forms, and be
considered different things to different people (e.g. Hidden curriculum, Societal
curriculum or Rhetorical curriculum, etc.) (Schiro, 2013). However, it is outside o f the
scope o f this study to define all possible forms. For this researcher's purpose. Pinar's
(2008) description o f curriculum was used, which states curriculum is the lesson,
environment is the surroundings and materials, and instruction is the delivery method to
achieve the goal o f learning. The United States educational system consists o f a
prescriptive curriculum in which the teacher functions as deliverer o f knowledge. An
integrated curriculum would seek to make real-world connections between the subject
matter and students' interest, future careers or life goals. A success-integrated curriculum
would incorporate stakeholders (i.e. businesses and community leaders) in the planning
and preparation o f curriculum maps or standards, while giving teachers the autonomy to
modify the curriculum as needed for the good o f their students.
Public school children need effective research driven curricula in order to develop
into competitive productive adults. Democracy also provides people with a measurable
amount o f freedom; however, opportunity may be limited depending on one's social,
economic, or educational level. The current United States public school system policies
and curriculum may be a contributing factor to students" motivational levels.
Bourdieu (1977) determined that pedagogical practices and assessment
procedures are largely related to the culture o f the upper class, which contributes to
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making cultural capital the main determinant o f school and occupational success. The
school environment, lack o f challenging curricula (National Commission on Excellence
in Education, 1983), lack o f enrichment or creative learning (Rimm. 1987). teaching
styles, and classroom settings (Gardner, 1999) have a negative impact on the academic
success o f gifted students. Merely implementing policies and strategies focused on
increasing students' achievement by lowering and/or raising academic standards,
developing high stakes tests, or elaborate teacher evaluation tools does not address the
real reasons why students succeed or fail to perform well in school. A negative or un
motivating learning environment can undermine students' self-efficacy (NSB. 2010).
Some evidence exists that the low participation o f underrepresented minorities in gifted
education programs is caused in part by the diminished expectations o f educators, due to
negative and stereotypic views regarding the academic ability o f these students (NSB.
2010). Students' lack o f motivation may have more academic impact than political
figures and reformers may admit. Ravitch (2010) insists the problem with the United
States public school system is its “ lack o f educational vision" (p. 225). New standards
and curriculum changes are not enough to change or motivate students (Ravitch. 2010).
Retention and Attendance
B ill Ayers, educator and social activist, confess the United States was once known
as the best country in the world; it was the land o f the free and opportunity (personal
communication. A p ril 17, 2015). He spoke o f education as the source to fuel a
meaningful life (B ill Ayers, personal communication, A pril 16. 2015). Mann stated.
“ Education, then, beyond all other devices o f human origin, is the great equalizer o f the
condition o f men - the balance wheel o f the social machinery (Urban & Waggoner. 2014.
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p.96). School systems are incapable to shelter students or control their out-of-school
circumstances that may lead to a student dropping out o f school. Peter C. Scales from the
Research Institute in Minneapolis indicates students do not dropout, students actually
"slide out, day by day and year by year" in a slow process that picks up steam during the
later middle school and high school years (Manning, 1996. p. 198). The National
Women’s Law Center recently documented the trends related to females dropping out o f
school. The study When Girls Fail to Graduate (2007) conducted by the National
Women’ s Law Center states,
Female dropouts are at particular economic risk. As compared to their male peers,
girls who fail to graduate from high school have higher rates o f unemployment:
make significantly lower wages; and are more likely to need to rely on public
support programs to provide for their families (p. 5).
Regardless o f gender, students who drop out or slide out o f high school tend to be less
likely to succeed economically and socially later in life (Stark and Noel. 2015).
Possessing insight into this crisis and the factors that contribute to high achieving
students' resiliency in academia w ill allow for the possible development o f potential
interventions to prevent students dropping out o f high school or increasing the rate o f
low-income students enrolling in a higher education program. Assessing student
motivation and engagement level early may play an important role in preventing low
achievement. There are numerous reasons that may contribute to why a student may
choose to drop out o f school or not attend a postsecondary educational institution. While
socioeconomics is an important factor, social acceptance, lack o f motivation, and the
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pressures o f life can equally contribute to dropout rate observed and reported by the
National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) (2011).
Students* lack o f motivation may have more academic impact than political
figures and education reformers may admit. The Center on Education Policy (CEP)
conducted a research study that was triangulated using decades-old sources. The research
findings reveal the current efforts to increase student achievement are an important part
o f education reform; however, those reforms are not focused on what it takes to motivate
students in school (Usher, 2012). Those that dropout out o f high school tend to
experience higher rates o f unemployment, become dependent o f public assistance, and
live an unhealthy lifestyle (Taylor et al, 2011).
Since people do not exist in isolation o f the world, life involves a unique
interdependent relationship with the world at large. The National Center for Education
Statistics released the Trends in High School Dropout and Completion Rates in the
United States: 1972-2012, the report states approximately one out o f five students failed
to graduate from high school with their cohort (Stark & Noel, 2015). Even those students
that remain in high school show a drop in achievement levels. Students* socioeconomic
status may provide an explanation as to why the rate in which high-achieving low-income
students fail to graduate on time is double the rate o f other students (Bridgeland et al.
2006).
According to the United States Department o f Labor (2014), 73% o f the 30 fastest
growing jobs in the United States for the year 2016 w ill require at least some sort o f
postsecondary education. In 2013, the Bureau o f Labor Statistics reported that 66.2
percent o f the class o f 2012 high school graduates would attend either a two-year or a
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four-year college. The 2012 statistic is nearly a six percent increase from 1990. The rate
o f high school graduates enrolled at two-year colleges increased from the 1990's from 20
percent to 29 percent in 2012. The rate o f high school graduates enrolled at four-year
colleges in 2012 decreased slightly by three percent to 37 percent versus 40 percent in
1990; however, it also represents a five percent decrease from the 42 percent reported in
2011 and 2000 (National Center for Education Statistics, 2014). Among low-income
students, the rate is only 44 percent. O f the 44 percent, it is estimated that approximately
25,000 to 35,000 low- income students are also classified as high achievers in the United
States (Hoxby & Turner, 2012).
Poverty is a major factor that may contribute to the low rate o f high-achieving
low-income students attending two year or four-year colleges as well as receiving a high

school diploma. High-achieving students make the grades necessary to complete high
school and apply to college; however. Hoxby and Turner (2012) found that a majority o f
high-achieving, low-income high school seniors are still at a greater risk o f dropping out
and not applying to a single competitive college. Why are low-income high-achieving
students less likely to apply to college? Does it have to do with an individual's
perception, his or her self-efficacy, or belief in their ability to qualify for college? How
are their perceptions and beliefs formed? Are their beliefs based on the norm in their
school, home environment, and or society?
M y academic research interest focuses on identifying the intrinsic and intluencing
extrinsic factors o f low-income high-achieving students while analyzing possible
contributing influences associated with decision-making processes in regard to academic
success. This study is significant because it reviews high-achieving low-income students
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as a means to understand and implement new strategies that may be able to increase the
efficacy o f low-income students. It is my belief that public school systems are ineffective
in providing quality education to low-income students due to misunderstanding o f student
motivation, poor teacher training, and outdated and irrelevant curricula.
Children are able to learn when provided a safe and encouraging environment, the
resources needed, and an effective teacher. Motivation and effective teachers is the key
to developing curricula that can inspire students from all socioeconomic backgrounds.
Teachers are the gatekeepers to some students achieving their goals, while others have an
innate desire to learn and succeed without an effective teacher. A teacher's level o f
effectiveness matters when dealing with academic achievement. Teachers are
responsible for children and have a responsibility to ensure they continual work towards
their betterment (B ill Ayers, personal communication, A pril 17. 2015). Research shows
that teacher effectiveness contributes more to improving student academic outcomes than
any other school characteristic (Daniels, 2009). Engaging curriculum and highly
qualified effective teaching alone may not solve issues o f poverty in the United States:
however, an educated child can grow up to be a thinking adult. A teacher or school
system's instructional practices can make a positive impact on student motivation.
Teachers and school systems must develop curricula that are creative, engaging, and
relevant to the student. Understanding the motivating and influencing factors that
contribute to a student's decision processes can be used to improve classroom instruction,
reduce schools dropout rate, and increase the number o f low-income students applying to.
attending, and graduating from institutions o f high learning.

18

Conclusion
This chapter explores what is means to be both high achieving and low-income
and the issues facing that population. The next chapter w ill briefly discuss the tenets o f
motivation, self-determination and self-efficacy theories and why these theoretical
frameworks are chosen for this study. Chapter 3 discusses the qualitative methodology
used in the study. Chapter 4 discusses the findings and implications o f the study, and
Chapter 5 summarizes and discusses the limitations o f the study.
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Key Terms

Academic Success refers to high academic achievement as evidenced by consistent
participation in at least two academically rigorous courses per semester such as dual
enrollment, Advanced Placement, advanced, or honors, as well as a cumulative
unweighted GPA o f over 3.0.

At-risk refers to a single or combination o f factors (i.e. specifically poverty, m inority
ethnicity, and residence) that may contribute to a child's underachievement or academic
failure.

Common Core refers to a set o f high-quality academic standards in mathematics and
English language arts/literacy (ELA). Common Core was created by a task force composed o f commissioners o f education, governors, corporate chief executive officers
and recognized experts in higher education lead by Janet Napolitano, 2006-07 chair o f the
National Governors Association, aimed at providing a strong focus on improving math
and science education.

Dropout refers to groups who are not enrolled in school and who have not completed a
high school program or Grade Equivalent Diploma (GED), regardless o f when they left
school.

Efficacy is “ the power to produce an effect" (Merri am-Webster, 2015).
Gifted, high achieving, and advanced me used interchangeably in the context o f this
study. The terms refer to students who exhibit advanced academic and/or creative
potential. The definition o f gifted and talented students according to the federal
government refers to students, children, or youth who give evidence o f high achievement
capability in areas such as intellectual, creative, artistic, or leadership capacity, or in
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specific academic fields, and who need services and activities not ordinarily provided by
the school in order to fu lly develop those capabilities (NCLB. 2002).

Giftedness, academic and intellectual talent includes leadership ability, visual and
performing arts, creative or productive thinking, and psychomotor ability. Renzulli's
(1986) three-ring conception o f giftedness refers to demonstration o f gifted behaviors
(creativity, above average ability, and task commitment) at specific times and under
specific circumstances, as opposed to an across-the-board gifted label based versus a
minimum score.

FREE scholarship is a pseudonym for the state's scholarship available to residents who
have demonstrated academic achievement. The scholarship provides money to assist
students with their educational costs o f attending an eligible postsecondary institution
located in the state. The name o f the scholarship has been changed to maintain
confidentiality.

Motivation is defined as an explanation o f why people think and behave. Human
behavior is goal-oriented (Hablemitoglu. Ozkan, & Purutcuoglu, 2010). The well-known
psychologist, Abraham Maslow, who proposed that certain needs must be met before
humans can move to higher needs (Marsh 1978). divided this concept into levels.

R.A. Grant School or Grant School is the pseudonym for research site.
Rural school refers to a school that is located within rural areas or small towns.
Rural refers to any or all territory, population, and housing units located outside o f the
urbanized areas and urban clusters which are densely settled with a census population o f
at least 50,000 defined by the U.S. Census Bureau (2004).

Self-efficacy refers to how a person feels about their competence in a certain environment
with the focus being on the learner (Bandura, 1997). It contains two types o f expectancy
beliefs: outcome expectations, which address one's belief that particular behav iors w ill
lead to particular outcomes; and efficacy expectations, which involve one's beliefs about
whether they can effectively perform the behaviors required to produce the outcomes
(Eccles & W igfield, 2002).

Self-Determination is the perceptions individuals have o f the origins o f their behaviors,
which is the root cause their actions have on causality (Deci & Ryan. 2002).

Title I refers to Part A (Title I) o f the Elementary and Secondary Education Act. as
amended (ESEA) provides financial assistance to local educational agencies (EEAs) and
schools with high numbers or high percentages o f children from low-income families to
help ensure that all children meet challenging state academic standards (USDE, 1996).

Poverty refers to a person or fam ily within a low socioeconomic status (SES). referring to
a person's standing in regard to income, education level, employment, and access to
resources (Burney & Belike, 2008) and that would qualify for free or reduced school
meals.

21st century skills refer to “ the skills, knowledge, and expertise students must master to
succeed in work and life " (Partnership for 21st Century Skills, 2009. p. 1).

CHAPTER 2
THEORETICAL FRAMEW ORK
Students are the future, both figuratively and literally speaking. Today's students
w ill become tomorrow's builders, educators, and innovators, i f trained correctly. I f they
fail to be successful or lack the motivation, resilience, or knowledge needed to become
productive citizens in the future, society as a whole w ill suffer. The academic success or
failure o f students should not only be viewed as an educational issue but also as a social
issue that may develop into psychological, economic and social implications (Anderman
& Patrick. 2012). A number o f different factors may contribute to students' desires to
achieve any form o f academic success in school. Students' level o f motivation and
socioeconomic background may contribute to his/her academic ability. The National
Center o f Education Statistics and Department o f Education (2014) states tw o out o f three
children in this state's public school system live in low-income households. Low-income
students are at a higher risk o f performing low in school (NCES. 2015).
Understanding the rationale behind low-income students' decision-making
process can play a large part in improving society and their individual lives. I have
chosen to conduct a qualitative study using the theoretical lens that w ill allow for the
interpretation o f data produced by a blend o f achievement motivation theories, selfdetermination theory and self-efficacy theory. Those theories, ideally, assist in
explaining a phenomena and unearthing the foundational and underlying truths (Lange.
Kruglanski & Higgins, 2012).
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Exploration o f motivation, both intrinsic and extrinsic, self-determination and
self-efficacy theory examines what students perceive to be motivators that contribute to
academic achievement. In combining these two theoretical frameworks, work is
produced that each theory alone does not support. A brief discussion o f the principles o f
each theory reveals how the theories complement each other and provide an appropriate
analytic framework for this study.
M y understanding o f the world is continually reshaped by new developments and
advancements. The parameters used to structure my theoretical framework and
interweave my research question stems from a transformative paradigm. The nature o f
transformative paradigm is to prompt the researcher to think critically about how realities
are shaped by social, political, cultural, economic, and/ gender values, and work with
those marginalized groups in an attempt to accurately gauge their realities and link them
to social action (Mertens, 2015). U tilizing a transformative paradigm affords the
researcher a perspective lens in which to examine a particular viewpoint with
philosophical assumptions that connect issues encountered in diverse or marginalized
communities while remaining focused on a social justice agenda (Mertens. 2005). My
theoretical framework originates from the transformative paradigm that was developed by
self-determination theory and self-efficacy theory. I constructed a theoretical framework
that is designed to explore the philosophical assumptions and guide my methodological
choices.
The methodology selected to outline my theoretical framework is ethnography.
An ethnographic approach is holistic, contextual, and reflexive in design. It was
imperative to select a methodology that moves beyond assimilated experience, to expose
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controlling influences, and confront the way power presents itself within human
consciences (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). Ethnography allows the researcher to become an
active observer in the study, interact with the participants, and assist in developing
meanings in an attempt to make a difference in the participants' world. This approach
can highlight the need to address the ethical responsibility involved in processes o f
unfairness or injustice within the lives o f low-income students. As a critical ethnographer
researcher, I analyzed the research data in attempt to pinpoint the impinging factors o f
low-income high achieving students in regard to academic decision-making. The role ol
critical ethnographical research is to expose the factors that are beneath the surface,
disrupt the status quo, and unsettle both neutrality and taken-for-granted assumptions by
bringing to light the subliminal messages o f power and control (Madison. 2014).
By conducting research using a critical ethnography approach. I aspire to identity
and address hidden influencing factors; to expose the ubiquity and magnitude o f power;
to provide insight, self-reflection and inspire acts o f justice and freedom o f thought.
Critical ethnographers use the resources, skills, and privileges available to penetrate the
borders and break through the boundaries creating voices and experiences o f study
participants whose stories are otherwise restrained and out o f reach. A school's
expectation o f students may directly influence a student's drive or motivational level.
Low-income students and families do not have the means to influence school policies or
curriculum decisions. A critical ethnographer assumes the role o f a ventriloquist in order
to ensure the participant's voice is heard while serving as an advocate for the
marginalized group. However, the researcher should avoid any forms o f advocacy when
it is defined as “ ...taking the views or interests o f one group and always championing

them over others, regardless o f the findings o f the evaluation" (House & Howe. 1998. p.
235). Uncovering the motivating and influencing factors o f high-achieving, low -income
students allows students to reflect on the impact those factors have in their lives, in a
positive and negative way. Once a student is aware o f the external influencing factors
that impact his/her decision, he/she is able to make the decisions that can truly break the
cycle o f poverty. Depending on the factors, students' awareness may be able to influence
the school environment as well as change the policies that deal with low-income students.
The goal o f this study designates low-income high achieving students as the
marginalized group w ithin a gifted and high achieving preparatory school that attend a
Title I rural high school. This study is framed by one research question: what
perspectives do low-income, high-achieving students in a rural high school hold in regard

to self-efficiency and SDT as it relates to academic achievement? This research study is
focused on identifying the intrinsic and extrinsic factors o f low-income high achieving
students while analyzing possible contributing influences associated with decision
making processes in regard to academic success. A blend o f achievement motivation
theories, Self-determination Theory, and Self-efficacy Theory w ill be used to analyze
research findings. The blend allows for a comparative study focused on the intrinsic and
extrinsic motivating factors o f high-achieving low-income, male and female students.
The merging o f theories addresses the realities o f this group that may have academic
success but are oppressed by social class or gender.
Self-efficacy theory (SE) focuses on one's belief in his or her ability to
accomplish a desired task. Using a self-efficacy theory focuses the data analysis to assess
the reason students engage in certain activities. This point o f view evaluates the social
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capital influences such as shared activities, coursework. and interactions that selected
students experience within schools, the community, and at homes that contribute to the
rationale for academic decisions. The critical perspective w ill challenge students to
explore how gender and socioeconomic level affect the process.
Self-efficacy theory did not derive from the same stream o f thought as other
motivation theories. Self-efficacy was bom out o f social learning theories by Bandura
(1994). Bandura (1994) explored an individual's belief in his/her own capabilities to be
successful at the chosen task. Schunk (2012) noted that self-efficacy is an individual's
personal evaluation o f whether they are capable o f succeeding at a particular task, that is.
not just whether they are generally good at similar tasks, but that they have the specific
skills necessary to complete that particular task successfully. Self-efficacy refers to
students' beliefs about their ability to be successful in any given situation. Hence it is the
student's perception o f his or her performance or abilities, rather than his or her actual
performance or abilities that makes a difference (Greer. 2016).
Students must perceive that their skill mastery is increasing over time for them to
feel efficacious (Bandura, 1982). SE is used in this study to assess students' belief that
they have the "capabilities to organize and execute the courses o f action required to
produce given academic attainments’" (Bandura. 1995, p. 2). Students possess a strong
efficacy to regulate their learning and perform well academically; their motivation and
aspirations for success are much higher (Bandura, 1993). Students with a strong selfefficacy tend to visualize their future achievements, have high expectations, and set goals
for their life. Once a goal is imagined in those students, they work hard to achieve those
goals. A student's perception o f self is directly related to his/her own success. People
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who believe ability is hereditary are more likely to view their success or failure as a
measure o f their intellectual capacity (Bandura, 1993). Hence a student that questions
his/her own ability and lack a strong sense o f efficacy may avoid the challenge out o f fear
o f failure, while strong and determined students tend to remain focused on achieving the
goal or satisfying a personal need.
Since research concludes that students are not conscious o f the factors that may
influence their decisions, it is futile to assess reasoning or need for achievement by
simply asking students about their level o f motivation (Deci & Ryan. 2000b). Selfdetermination Theory w ill be used to explain and predict students' decisions that lead to
academic success (Deci & Ryan. 1985). SDT and SE allowed me to gather data from
students, which allows for the decoding o f factors that influence their decisions and
behavior. A blend o f achievement motivation theories, self-determination theory, and
self-efficacy theory w ill be used to analyze research findings. Achievement motivation
theorists postulate an interrelationship between learning, social environment and
behavior. The merging o f theories addresses the realities o f this group that may have
academic success, but are oppressed by social class or gender. Self-efficacy theory
focuses on one’ s belief in his or her ability to accomplish a desired task. Using a selfefficacy theory focuses the data analysis to assess the reason students engage in certain
activities. This perspective provides the social capital influences such as shared
activities, coursework, and interactions that selected students experience within schools,
the community, and at home that contribute to the rationale for academic decisions. The
critical perspective w ill challenge students to explore how gender and socioeconomic
level also affects the process. Self-determination theory w ill be used to explain and

predict students’ decisions that lead to academic success (Deci & Ryan. 1985). Selfdetermination theory as a theoretical framework seeks to determine the characteristics
that place students at risk and helps understand the personal characteristics that lead to
resiliency and persistence to succeed academically despite the disadvantages
(socioeconomic level).
Theories Composing Theoretical Framework
Achievement motivation theories may be used to effectively examine the factors
that contribute to the decision-making process o f low-income high achieving male and
female students. Achievement motivation theorists attribute people's achievement to an
interrelationship between cognitive learning processes, social environment and behavior.
By examining the hidden and subliminal link between students' social environment and
cognitive process, the research aims to enlighten students to the factors that may
influence their thought process. The merging o f theories addresses the realities o f this
group that may have academic success but are oppressed by social class or gender. Due
to the nature o f qualitative research, this approach w ill be implemented.
Qualitative research is entrenched in a humanistic and social justice belief to
study the social world from the perspective o f a participating individual (Denzin &
Lincoln, 2011). The focus o f this study is to identify the intrinsic and extrinsic
influencing motivating factors in low-income high achieving students that contribute to
their decision-making process in regard to academic success in a rural county in the
Southeastern United States. W ithin this section. 1 w ill expound on the rationale for using
self-determination and self-efficacy theories, the historical development and other
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attributes that lead to the development o f said theories, and how said theories adequately
address my research question.
Self-determination Theory and Self-efficacy Theory
Self-determination theory (SDT) and self-efficacy theory (SE) are classified as
theories o f human motivation. Self-determination theory is derived from theories o f
human motivation and personality in social context (Deci & Ryan, 2002). It is a macro
theory that focuses on the basic premise that individuals have a natural, innate tendency
to develop a more elaborate sense o f self (Deci & Ryan, 2008 ). STD also considers
issues such as ’‘personality development, self-regulation, universal psychological needs,
life goals and aspirations, energy and vitality, non-conscious processes, the correlation o f
culture to motivation, and the impact o f social environments on motivation, affect,
behavior, and well- being” (Deci & Ryan, 2004, p. 68).
Self-efficacy theory (SE) evolved from social cognitive theory, one's ability to
learn from one another (Bandura, 1986). Self-efficacy is defined as the belief individuals
hold regarding their potential capabilities to learn or to perform courses o f action at
specific levels (Bandura, 1977). The w ill to reach a goal is the direct result o f one's self
belief. Bandura (1994) formulates that a person's self-belief is a derivative o f a
combination o f behavior and motivation. In essence, self-efficacy beliefs are the self
perceptions that individuals surmise about their capabilities. The theory hypothesizes a
person's belief that his/her actions can produce the desired outcomes, affects how he/she
feels, thinks, motivates oneself which causes diverse effects through four major
processes; cognitive, motivational, affective and selection processes (Bandura. 1991). SE

concludes a higher sense o f one's ability w ill have a positive effect on learning,
achievement, and motivation level (Bandura, 1997).
The concept o f self-efficacy along with self-determination fabricates the
foundation for human motivation and personal accomplishment. Both theories are
interrelated and provide a unique framework to understand the reasoning for students'
motivation. Motivation is often divided into two contrasting types: intrinsic and extrinsic
(Schunk, 2012). In order to grasp the depth o f possible motives a student may use to
formulate a decision, I have inquired about elements o f his or her life, including cognitiv e
abilities and a range o f non-intellective factors.
History o f Framework
The word motivation is actually an extension o f the word motive, which is
derived from the Latin root movere, which means, “ to move” (Merriam-Webster's online
dictionary, n.d.). In order to achieve their goals, needs and instincts, human beings
acquire the sufficient motivation. The term motivation was coined by Hull in the early
1900s (Schunk, 2012). Hull researched motivation in animals. Nevertheless, the term
has been used to interpret and analyze reasoning and behavior in humans. There are
several motivational theories. I have chosen achievement motivation theories, selfdetermination theory and self-efficacy theory, for this research study. Achievement
motivation theories, such as SDT and SE, address peoples' behavior and beliefs in regard
to obtaining, pursuing and achieving a certain goal, objective, criterion or standard
(W igfield, 2000). SDT and SE theories have been used to analyze the branches o f
students' decision process factors and root cause o f processes that compel a student to act
and make a decision.

Motivation theories and concepts o f motivation can be traced to Charles Darw in.
Darwin observed the similarities among species all over the world, while acquiring slight
variations based on its location, suggested they gradually evolved from common
ancestors (M ille r & Levin, 2008). He came to believe that species survived through a
process called "natural selection," where species that successfully adapted to meet the
changing requirements o f their natural habitat thrived, while those that failed to evolve
and reproduce died o ff (M ille r & Levin. 2008). This theory is commonly known as
“ survival o f the fittest” . Instinct, in scientific terms, provides a direct correlation between
homeostasis and motive. Homeostasis is defined in scientific terms as an attempt to
maintain an internal balance. During this timeframe, motivation may have also been
thought to mean a behavior that occurs from a deprivation that created disequilibrium o f a
homeostatic state.
Darwin developed the concept o f instinct. He suggested that instinct w as a
learned behavior that is passed from generation to generation. Darwin's Theory o f
Evolution and understanding o f instinct would provide the skeleton for the Instinct
Theory. Instinct Theory is built on the basic belief that all creatures are born with
specific innate knowledge about how to survive. Darwin's theory did not speak directly
to humans. It prim arily focused on the adaptability and evolution o f animals; however,
humans are animals so it is reasonable to assume the same theory applies. Society has
changed over the past few centuries. However, peoples' beliefs, social and occupational
roles, and fam ily practices have changed. The cultural or societal changes have evolved.
Over time people have continually invented ways to adapt to an ever-changing world:
natural (planet) and social environment. This concept establishes an understanding o f

motivation and self-efficacy. Out o f the theories o f instinct grew Drive Theory o f
Motivation. “ Drive", in scientific terminology, means the response to a physiological
deficit that aims to restore homeostasis in an organism. However, in the early nineteenth
century, Freud made a correlation between a person's natural instincts, or drives, as the
source o f all our behavior. Freud described ’ instincts' or ’drives' as an innate, universal
and constantly felt impulse in humans (Pearce, 2003). During this same period.
Woodworth also defined drive as internal forces that sought to maintain one homeostatic
balance. Woodworth's theory o f drive revolved around human behavior and the need to
survive. Drive Theory was simply a different concept o f Darwin's survival o f the fittest.
Both theorists focus on the internal need to survive as the motivating factor to survival or
seeking satisfaction. Woodworth and Darwin developed theories after observing and
conducting research on animals. The works o f Lewin and Tolman (Pintrich & Schunk.
2002) led motivation researchers to explore the psychological value o f people's
connection to goals (Kasser & Ryan, 1996), people's expectations about attaining goals
(Bandura, 1989), and the reasoning that continually propels people's reach toward
selected goals (Deci & Ryan, 1998).
Eventually, researchers began to understand that drive alone could not account for
much o f our actions. Hull expanded the concept o f Drive Theory to include
physiological rationale for human behavior. Hull posits all humans have an innate desire
to satisfy basic needs. Drive was defined as the motivational force that provoked and
propelled people into action (Schunk, 2012). The inclusion o f human physiological
reasoning alters the previous meaning o f drive. Hull postulated a person's need to
achieve a certain need would force that person into action to satisfy said need, which in

turn changes behavior. The theory declares that human behavior is a function o f drive
multiplied by habit (Graham, 1996). H ull's theory focused on the behavioral ideology o f
motivation. Motivation according to Hull is defined as the "initiation o f learned, or
habitual, patterns o f movement or behavior" (Schunk. 2012). Drive theory was relevant
during this period because it could be tested using a scientific methodology. H ull's
research provided a foundation for other theorist to expand upon. Numerous
conditioning and behavioral theories can be traced back to Drive Theory. Hull (1953) and
Spence (1956) suggested Drive x Habit, along with other factors was what determined
behavior. Lewin had a slightly different reasoning for behavior. He speculated value
plus a temporal link was the final cause o f behavior. Several theorists, during this period
considered Expectancy x Value theory as cause o f behavior (W einer, 2012). Weiner

developed the Attribution Theory. The concept behind attribution theory was
achievement. He communicated attribution was effected by one’ s ability, effort, level o f
difficulty and luck (Wiener, 2012).
Motivation during this timeframe was divided into two realms, behaviorism and
humanism. Skinner (1938) is known for behaviorism, which focused exclusively on
observable reinforcements and punishments for explaining behavior. Research during
this era was conducted with animals. Reward, punishment and other conditioning
approaches could lead to false findings due to manipulation. The response to deprivation
and punishment are very different when dealing with animals than people. People are
rationale beings with a complex nervous system, which allows a person to develop,
create, organize thoughts, process thoughts, instinctively perform tasks required to
maintain the body's homeostatic balance, and reflect upon thoughts. In a need to survive.
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people tend to migrate to communities and areas that allow the best possibility to fu lfill
personal goals. Early researchers theorized that learning was realization o f conditioning,
reinforcement, and punishment.
Behaviorists focused on the role reinforcement played in behavior. However,
several questions are still unanswered. Additional research began to alter the theoretical
perspective o f what causes, affects, and controls behavior. Theorists began to speculate
that a person's cognitive abilities might play a role in behavior. Piaget's (1971) theory o f
cognitive development, an organismic theory, concludes a natural developmental process
merging assimilation and integration. He believed people, especially children, actively
seek to understand their environment (Bee, 2000). Piaget (1936) inferred there are two
methods to acquire knowledge: assimilation and accommodation. Piaget described
assimilation as how humans perceive and adapt to new information in order to process
new information. The assimilation o f environmental information can be considered as a
form o f extrinsic motivation that becomes deeply internalized (Greer, 2016).
Maslow (1955) expanded the concepts within Drive Theory to develop a holistic
approach to motivation. Earlier studies were conducted on animals versus people. A
drawback o f this approach is largely due to the fact that people are significantly different
than animals. Maslow understood the difference and began to analyze human motivating
factors. He assessed that humans are motivated based on obtaining certain needs.
Maslow's Hierarchy o f Needs Theory suggests that the most basic level o f needs must be
met before the individual w ill strongly desire or focus on motivation. Using this rationale
Maslow ranked people's physiological needs at the bottom and self-actualizing needs are
at the top. The first level o f needs is physiological needs including water, air. food, and

35

sleep. The second level o f needs is safety and security. The third level o f needs is social
needs (i.e. belonging, love, and affection). The fourth level o f needs is esteem needs (i.e.
self-esteem, personal worth, social recognition, and accomplishment), which increase in
importance once levels one, two and three are met. The fifth level o f needs is sellactualizing (i.e. becoming self-aware through personal growth, development o f personal
identity, and interest). The words instinct (Darwin) and need (Maslow) have been used
interchangeably w ithin the motivational arena.
W ithin several decades, theorists began to theorize the proponents o f cognition
and cognitive processes, hence leading to the development ot motivation achievement
theories. John Atkinson, David McClelland and other colleagues investigated the role o f
motivation and achievement. McClelland posits the need for achievement is motive. He
speculated the need for personal achievement (fulfillm ent) is more than the rewards itself
(McClelland, 1985). His theory postulates that people are motivated in numerous ways,
driven by their need for achievement, power, and affiliation and that these needs are
acquired, or learned, during an individual's lifetime (McClelland. 1985).
Atkinson (1966) theorized people strived for achievement and avoiding failure.
The motive to achieve success is determined by three things: (1) the need to succeed or
need to achieve; (2) the likelihood o f success in performing the particular task: and (3)
the incentive for success or the desire to succeed in that particular task. The motive to
avoid failure is determined by three similar considerations: (1) the need to avoid failure.
(2) the likelihood o f failure at the particular task; and (3) the incentive to not fail or
knowledge o f how' unpleasant failure w ill feel (Atkinson, 1966). Achievement
motivation is a theoretical model intended “ to explain how the motive to achieve and the
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motive to avoid failure influence behavior in a situation where performance is evaluated
against some standard o f excellence" (Atkinson, 1957, p. 371). Both McClelland and
Atkinson's achievement and motivation theory was based on a personality characteristic.
Each theory contributed a key element to summarizing motivation into four possible
influencing factors o f context environment/extrinsic factors, intrinsic factors,
goal/achievement, behavior and skill.
Bandura (1977) disputed the traditional philosophies o f behaviorists by stating
learning occurs by observing the actions o f others (modeling). He suggested that learning
theories should include the social element because people can learn new information and
behaviors by watching other people and then processing the information as a guide for
personal actions (Bandura, 1977). Bandura defined modeling as a type o f learning that is

used to explain a wide variety o f behaviors. His philosophy leads to the creation o f the
social cognitive theory. Social cognitive theory birthed the concept o f self-efficacy
theory. According to Bandura (1995), a person's attitudes, abilities, and cognitive skills
comprise what is known as self-efficacy. Bandura claims people are active producers in
their lives and not simply a product (Bandura, 1991).
Self-efficacy and Self-determination Theories
Self-efficacy (SE) has a different approach to assessing one's ability. It is the
belief individuals hold regarding their potential capabilities to learn or to perform courses
o f action at specific levels (Bandura, 1977). SE was developed on the premise that one's
belief in his/her own ability is directly related to his/her success or failure in achieving a
goal or task. It is said the w ill to reach a goal is the direct result o f one's self-belief.
Bandura (1994) formulates that a person's self-belief is a derivative o f a combination o f
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behavior and motivation. In essence, self-efficacy beliefs are the self-perceptions that
individuals surmise about their capabilities. The theory hypothesizes a person's belief
that his/her actions can produce the desired outcomes, affects how he/she feels, thinks,
and motivates oneself which causes diverse effects through four major processes:
cognitive, motivational, affective and selection processes (Bandura, 1991). A major
question when dealing with any theory regarding cognitive ability o f motivation, affect,
and action concerns the issue o f causality, and the number o f different procedures used to
measure ones' belief in efficacy are linked to one's performance (Bandura. 1997). Still
theorists debate on whether human behavior is caused by their environment or from a
natural instinct inside them.
Self-efficacy is not new to the world o f motivation or cognitive theories. Pajares
(2002) suggested Bandura's theory o f self-efficacy was simply the regurgitation o f the
thought o f others in history. V irgil, a Roman poet, has been quoted as saying, "they are
able who think they are able", Alexander Dumas. French novelist, wrote "when people
doubt themselves, they make their own failure certain by themselves being the first to be
convinced o f i f ' (Pajares, 2002). Mahatma Gandhi (n.d.) states "a man is but the product
o f his thoughts what he thinks, he becomes". Psychology states behavior is
unconsciously driven by an internal impulse, while behaviorists think one's environment
is responsible for shaping a person's behavior. Bandura (2012) verbalizes that human
motivation and performance (behavior) are not controlled by merely material items, but
also by social and personal incentives, linked to a person's goals and values.
Social psychological theories infer that learning occurs with the inclusion o f
attitudes, values, motivations, and behavior as part o f the social environment that teaches
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individuals what to think, value, and do (Deci & Ryan, 2012). Developmental
psychology views social cognitive theory as the incorporation o f modeling and
reinforcements as the process o f learning and growth (Deci & Ryan, 2012). Social
cognition and cultural relativism are used by those in social psychology arenas to explain
the situational influences o f cognition and behavior in regard to learning (Deci & Ryan.
2012). Since human have evolved into inherently active, intrinsically motivated, and
oriented toward developing naturally through integrative processes, those qualities are
not necessarily learned, they are engrained in human DNA (Deci & Ryan. 2012).
Autonomous motivation, which is involves the internalization o f extrinsic
motivators, is a natural expression o f human activity (Deci and Ryan, 2012). Deci and
Ryan (2000b) stated autonomous motivation is based on individual identification o f what
is important and relevant to the individual, undeterred by an intrinsic or extrinsic
motivator. Further research studies analyzing the effects o f motivation led to the
emergence o f the self-determination theory. Ryan & Deci (2012) contradicted those
psychologists by suggesting there is a relationship between the environment and humans
needs to explain the effects o f social environment on intrinsic motivation. They theorized
there is a direct connection between intrinsic motivations, social environment and
humans’ need to achievement autonomy (Deci & Ryan, 2012).
SDT is the only theory o f motivation and behavior that includes autonomous self
regulation (Levesque, Williams, Elliot, Pickering, Bodenhamer. & Finley. 2007). A
person's perceptions and beliefs can influence his/her behavior, sense o f self and
capability. It is important to connect motivation and an individual's need to beliefs. Deci
and Ryan (2000b) defined SDT as a person's actions with a sense o f autonomy. SDT
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may be analyzed in two different arenas o f behavioral regulation in terms o f the degree to
which they represent autonomous or self-determined (versus controlled) functioning
(Ryan & Deci, 2000). SDT is used to measure the intensity o f motivation held by
individuals. According to Ryan & Connell (1989). intrinsic motivation is the prototype
o f autonomous activity. Hence a person who is intrinsically motivated is by definition
self-determined. Intrinsic motivation is positively correlated with achievement, learning,
and self-perception (Deci & Ryan 2000a). Ryan and Deci (2000) describe motivation as
the ‘ energy, direction, persistence aspects o f activation and intention' that address the
why o f human behavior. Extrinsic motivation is generally thought to be in contrast, less
autonomous and more controlled. However. SDT differentiates extrinsic motivation as to
whether it has been internalized; suggesting that the more fully it is internalized and
integrated with one's self, the more it w ill be the basis for autonomous behavior ( Ryan &
Connell, 1989).
There are four different types o f behavioral regulation, defined in terms o f the
degree to which the regulation o f an extrinsically motivated activity has been internalized
and integrated. They are external regulation, introjected regulation, identified regulation,
and integrated regulation (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Ryan & Deci (2000) state introjection
refers to taking in a regulation, but not accepting it as one's own; identification refers to
accepting the value o f the activity as personally important; and integration refers to
integrating that identification with other aspects o f one’ s self. External and introjected
regulation is considered controlled forms o f extrinsic motivation; identified and
integrated regulation is considered relatively autonomous. Amotivation is the last
concept related to SDT. Amotiovation is neither intrinsically nor extrinsically motivated.
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It is without intention or motivation for a particular behavior. Self-determination Theory
and Self-efficacy Theory combined have been used to analyze the minds and lives o f
students to explore the factors that may contribute to their decision-making processes and
level o f motivation.

CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
W ithin this critical ethnography research study, I identified the intrinsic and
influencing extrinsic factors in low-income high achieving males and female students,
which contribute to students’ decision-making process in regard to academic success.
For the purpose o f this research study, the terms poverty, poor and low -income are
interchangeable. The terms poverty or low-income status are based on the federal
guidelines that are determined by several different economic factors. Poverty has been
defined as a person or fam ily within a low socioeconomic status (SES). referring to a
person's standing in regard to income, education level, employment, and access to
resources (Burney & Belike, 2008). The poverty guidelines were published by the U.S.
Department o f Health and Human Services in the Federal Register on January 22. 2015.
In order to identify the influencing factors o f high achieving low-income students
that contribute to their decision-making process in regard to academic success, a
researcher must first develop an understanding o f students' social environment requiring
attention to the cultural dimensions that are present in his/her life. Low-income students
face numerous challenges within their social environment that may impact their academic
success. Public legislation that regulate social programs, including but not limited to,
school breakfast/lunch programs, after-school programs, health insurance, and other
goods or services can have an impact on low-income children (Rumberger. 1983).
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Freire (1974) posits, "Knowledge emerges only through invention and re-invention,
through the restless, impatient, continuing, hopeful inquiry men pursue in the world, with
the world and with each other" (p. 58). One o f the most prominent issues o f developing
decision-making skills is personal accountability. There is a saying often credited to
Galileo (n.d.) that states, all truths are easy to understand once they are discovered: the
point is to discover them. In order to succeed in society it is important to develop an
understanding o f the world. Reflection and observation is critical to bring about social
and gender equality. Many students may not be aware o f the hidden factors that can
contribute to poor decision-making. Knowledge allows one to see, comprehend, and
interpret information to make informed decisions and evaluate the meaning o f said
decisions.
There are numerous motivational theories attempting to explain what drives some
students to succeed academically over others; nevertheless, self-determination theory and
self-efficacy theory are the theories that were selected to validate this study. As stated in
chapter two, SDT is a framework to understand the motivational influences underlying
students' intentions to strive for academic success. Exploring what factors contribute to
students' decision-making process and determining what motivated the few who did
overcome obstacles could be the key to identifying what motivates the most unmotivated
and low preforming students. SDT was selected to analyze the intrinsic and extrinsic
motivational factors o f high achieving students as it related to their decision-making
processes in regard to academic success to possibly develop a strategy to decrease the
dropout rate or low-achieving students. The perceived factor that may contribute to
additional challenges is often disregarded.

SDT is a macro theory o f human motivation, it considers issues such as
"personality development, self-regulation, universal psychological needs, life goals and
aspirations, energy and vitality, non-conscious processes, the relations o f culture to
motivation, and the impact o f social environments on motivation, affect, behavior, and
well- being" (Deci & Ryan, 2008, p. 182). According to Ryan & Connell (1989).
intrinsic motivation is the prototype o f autonomous activity. Hence a person w ho is
intrinsically motivated is by definition self-determined. Extrinsic motivation is generally
thought to be in contrast, less autonomous and more controlled. SDT allows the
researcher to explore a person’ s life goals, social environment, and show a contrast
between performance and psychological health (Deci & Ryan. 2008).
Self-efficacy (SE) has a different approach to assessing one's ability. It is the
belief individuals hold regarding their potential capabilities to learn or to perform courses
o f action at specific levels (Bandura, 1977). SE was developed on the premise that one's
belief in his/her own ability is directly related to his/her success or failure in achieving a
goal or task. It is said the w ill to reach a goal is the direct result o f one's self-belief.
Bandura (1994) formulates that a person's self-belief is a derivative o f a combination o f
behavior and motivation. In essence, self-efficacy beliefs are the self-perceptions that
individuals surmise about their capabilities. The theory hypothesizes a person's belief
that his/her actions can produce the desired outcomes, affects how he/she feels, think,
motivate oneself which causes diverse effects through four major processes; cognitive,
motivational, affective and selection processes (Bandura, 1991).
Eccles and W igfield (2002) reviewed research on motivation and prominent
motivational theories and recommended the move toward an integration o f theories.
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especially those that incorporate competence and expectancy belief constructs. SDT and
SE probe beneath the surface o f social life and uncover the assumptions that keep us from
a true understanding o f how the world works, i.e. how students work. Both theories
incorporate an individual's self-perception and beliefs as a means o f achievement.
This concept can be seen embedded in today's advertisements and a number o f
different media campaigns. People are overexposed to subliminal messages in almost
every area o f life. Hidden messages can be found in almost everything from music to
social media. Self-empowering slogans bombard today's media. It can be seen or heard
from Nike © “ Just Do It" (1988) to “ Possibilities" (2013) which emphasizes a person's
belief in his/her own abilities is enough to achieve a task or be better than the
competition. While Puma © (2014) Forever Faster commercials features Usain Bolt
calling others (that are top in their prospective fields) to follow their natural instinct to be
better than the competition. Under Armour © (2012) and even Apple © (2014)
advertisements suggest one's perspective and self-belief is how one changes his/her life
for the better.
Society generally assumes achievement level can be an equalizing factor for
students. The federal and state governments, as well as individual schools, tend to focus
efforts and funding on improving the educational experience for low-achieving lowincome students at the expense o f high achieving students w ithin the same population
(Hoxby & Avery, 2013). High achieving students from lower-income backgrounds may
be suffering more than other lower-income students, simply because o f inadequate and
inferior support (Hoxby & Avery, 2013). This study challenges traditional social
assumptions and provides a voice to high achieving, low-income students in regard to

their experiences. The purpose o f this study is to determine students' perceptions o f how
they perceive their academic success in terms o f self-efficacy beliefs and the follow ing
variables discussed in the self-determination theory (SDT):
1. Amotivation
2. Extrinsic motivation
3. Intrinsic motivation
Purpose Statement Overview
There are numerous types o f qualitative research designs (i.e. action research, case
study, grounded theory, and ethnography). In order to stay w ithin the parameters o f this
study, a critical ethnography case study approach was selected. According to Glesne
(2011), ethnography is derived from the Greek ethnos, a people or cultural group, and
graphic to describe. Since ethnography was developed from anthropology and sociology,
it best allows for researching and interpreting the actions o f a cultural group w ithin the
group's natural setting. The meaning o f culture (cultural) is loosely described as the
theoretical framework for studying and describing a group; race, or the behavior o f a
cohesive group o f people (Creswell, 2014). Ethnography provides meaning by exploring
the beliefs, behaviors, norms and attitudes o f a selected group (Madison, 2011). The
researcher w ill view and describe the students' actions in broad social contexts and
uncover the meanings behind their actions. Trinh (as cited in Denzin & Lincoln. 2011)
describes the role o f an ethnographer to one who does not ask. "W ho am 1" but "when,
where, how am I?" (p. xiii).
Incorporated in my research is students’ social life. It is represented and analyzed
for the purpose o f overcoming social oppression (Madison, 2011). Madison (2011) states

46

that critical ethnography allows the researcher to engage and interact with the
participants’ while utilizing negotiation and dialogue toward substantial and viable
meanings that make a difference in the participants’ world. A critical ethnographic
approach w ill illuminate the ethical responsibility to address processes o f unfairness or
injustice within the lives o f low-income students. As a critical ethnographer. 1 w ill
attempt to pinpoint the impinging factors o f low-income. high achieving students’
academic decision-making. Addressing the factors that are beneath the surface,
disrupting the status quo, and unsettling both neutrality and taken-for-granted
assumptions by bringing to light the subliminal messages o f power and control (Madison.
2014). Fine (2014) outlines the three stances o f a critical ethnographer w ithin a
qualitative research study: ventriloquist, positionality o f voices, and activism.
I worked towards being impartial within the study by assuming the role o f the
ventriloquist. By operating as the ventriloquist, the researcher attempts to disseminate
information free o f "s e lf', bias, and the absence o f a political stance. The ventriloquist's
presence remains limited within the research study, playing a subordinate role allowing
the students’ voice to be exposed (Fine, 1994). Focusing on the positionality o f students'
voice assures that they are the focus o f the study. This stance affirms their voices convex
the endemic meanings and experiences that are in opposition to dominant discourses and
practices (Fine, 1994). Critical ethnographers also assume the role o f activists by taking
a stand in interceding on the hegemonic practices and serve as advocates in uncovering
the material effects o f marginalized group locations while offering alternatives (Fine.
1994).
Conducting research using a critical ethnography approach. 1 w ill identify and
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address hidden influencing factors in students' lives: expose the ubiquity and magnitude
o f power; provide insight, self-reflection and inspire acts o f justice and freedom o f
thought. The framework o f this study designates low-income high achieving students as
the marginalized group within a gifted and high achieving preparatory school that resides
in a Title One rural high school in the southeastern United States.
Epistemology is a philosophical perspective, which refers to the study o f the origin,
nature, lim its and methods o f knowledge (Schunk, 2012). The term epistemology refers
to the process o f thinking; the relationship between what we know and what we see; the
truths we seek and believe (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). The word paradigm is the
interpretive framework that is based on the basic set o f beliefs that guides action (Denzin
& Lincoln, 2011). The epistemological paradigm chosen for this study was
transformative. The transformative paradigm provides a useful theoretical umbrella to
explore the philosophical assumptions and methodological choices (Mertens. 2007). It
also allows the researcher to consciously position him/herself w ithin the study, stand side
by side with the marginalized group while working towards bringing about social
transformation (Mertens, 2015). As people interact with the world around them, they
interpret and construct the meaning o f experiences. The aforementioned statement
supports my rationale for selecting a qualitative research study approach, which allowed
for the transmitting o f the voice o f those low-income high achieving students in a gifted
and high-achieving Title 1 urban high school in the southeastern United States.
Case Study
Case study has been defined as an investigative approach o f analysis focusing on a
complex phenomenon and the concept o f case, an individual unit (as a person or
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community) or event, program and how people interact with the components o f these
phenomena (Mertens, 2015). Case study approach has been proven a strong strategy for
research in the qualitative paradigm (Yin, 1994). Case study as a research strategy has
been explored Merriam (1998), Stake (1995) and Yin (1994. 2003). The case study
design allows for an intensive examination o f phenomena in context (Flyvbjerg. 2011).
Case study approach can be divided into five elements: the study's questions, reflection
on theoretical issue, units o f analysis (the event, entity, or individuals noted in the
research questions), logic linking the data to the propositions, and the criteria for
interpreting the findings (Yin, 2003).
Stake (2008) identifies case studies as intrinsic, instrumental, or collective. Stake
(1995) believed that the most important role o f the case study researcher is to serve as an
interpreter. The interpreter illustrates a clear image o f the phenomenon in the study
through explanation and descriptions, and provision o f integrated interpretations o f
situations and contexts (Stake, 1995). Merriam (1998) asserts "single most defining
characteristic o f case study research lies in delimiting the object o f study: the case" (p.
27). The true benefit o f case study approach is it allows for the "focus on holistic
description and explanation" (Merriam, 1998, p. 27) and does not focus on just one
specific data collection method. In addition, a case study explores the correlation
between societal and cultural factors that may influence an individual or a program over
time. This design focuses on the "relation to environment" within the context (Flyvbjerg.
2011, p. 301). It involves acquiring multiple sources o f information during the
investigation.
A case study approach is a critical inquiry design. This approach tends to question
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commonly perceived social values and assumptions that impact decision making,
challenge traditional social ideologies to develop an understanding, and engage current
perceptions in hope to bring about social and academic change (Flyvbjerg. 2011). By
selecting a case study design, I have created the boundaries and lim its to my study, i.e.
location and participants. Since I set boundaries to the study, purposeful sampling
methods, which set criteria for representation o f key elements prior to data collection,
were employed when selecting students (Charmaz. 2011). In this case study, students
were asked to reflect on and discuss their meaning o f academic success and intrinsic and
extrinsic factors or influences that may contribute or impact how they make academic
decisions, in addition to how socioeconomic level and social culture shapes their self
perception.
Ethnographic data collection incorporates strategies for collecting data that allow
for the use o f cultural norms, perspectives, characteristics and patterns (Richards &
Morse, 2007). According to Glesne (2012), in qualitative research the experience o f
learning as a participant observer often precedes interviewing and is the basis for forming
questions. This research methodology allows the researcher to explore, through openended questions and dialogue, the complex experiences and attitudes o f participants
(Creswell, 2012). Glesne states that knowledge observed and heard by the participants in
specific circumstances, becomes the foundation from which the researcher constructs
questions. The guiding question for this study focuses on determining what perspectives
do low-income, high-achieving students in a rural high school hold in regard to selfefficiency and SDT as it relates to academic achievements. It is critical that the questions
asked be relevant to the research topic and provide the students with an answering
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method that relates directly to the event in question. Research questions must be situated
in the person's cultural reality and the questions must be drawn from their lives.
Demographics
M y study utilizes a qualitative approach to examine the perceived factors that
contribute or impede their academic success. Research participants were students from
the R.A. Grant School, a pseudonym for the research site, in rural southeastern United
States. The Grant School is a gifted and high achieving program in a small rural area in
the Southeastern region o f the United States. It can be labeled as a middle-sized rural
county w ith an estimated population o f nearly 100.000 people according to the US
Census Bureau (2015). While the median income is approximately $50,580.00 nearly 15
percent live below the poverty line. The majority o f the population in The Grant School
District has completed at least a high school degree. However that percentage is higher
than that o f people who have had some form o f college, obtained an Associate Degree.
Bachelor Degree, and a Graduate Degree combined. More than 60 percent o f the
population is classified as blue-collar workers. The environment and culture o f the
County may contribute to students' development o f self-efficiency.
The Grant School is a gifted and high achieving program incorporated into the
high school, designed to function as a school within a school model. The whole body o f
the high school has approximately 2400 students, 120 certified faculty and 45 staff
members. Over the past decade, the school has grown in size and diversity. It has
transformed over the past 40 years from the only high school in the county to the largest
o f the three county high schools. Just two short years ago, it was relocated to its new
118-acre campus. The school has a range o f offerings for students from gifted. Advanced

51

Placement, general education, and special education courses. Similar to a bell curve, the
majority o f the student population is enrolled in average (non-gifted or advanced) level
courses. However, approximately 10 percent o f the student population is enrolled in one
or more advanced or gifted-level course. The Grant School has grown along with the
high school to meet the needs o f high achieving students w ithin the county. The Grant
School's mission is to develop high achieving students, through rigorous academics,
service to others, exposure to the world and leadership, and to be globally competitive in
the 21st century. Its goal is to offer gifted and high-achieving students a rigorous
curriculum while offering real-life exploration opportunities.
Population Sample
Each year, a range o f 28 to 55 students is selected for enrollment into the Grant
School. Once selected, students choose a pathway or major. Majors may include Liberal
Arts, STEAM (Science, Technology, Engineering. Art, Mathematics) areas. Fine Arts or
Leadership. The four-year accelerated (9lh - 12th grade) program requires students to
maintain an 85 or higher GPA, in addition to completing 35 annual community service
hours. The ages o f the students are 14-18 years. O f the 140 students enrolled, about 78%
are females and about 22% are males. The ethnic backgrounds o f the student population
are 84% African American, 13% Caucasian, 2% Hispanic and 1% Middle Eastern. The
students were asked to respond to a series o f questions from each area on the survey, (a)
student's perception o f motivation; (b) student's perception on learning experiences; (c)
student's perception on success; (d) student's perception on factors that contribute to
decision making; (e) student's perception on the school culture and/or environment; (f)
student’ s perception on getting good grades academic success (GPA); (g) student's

perception on social media and mass media; (h) student's perception on academic
rigorous work; and (i) the student's future plans.
A survey was provided to 50 high-achieving, low-income students w ithin the
Grant School. Students were selected to participate in the survey i f students meet basic
study conditions. A ll study participants were enrolled in an SACS accredited high school
in the southeastern states o f the United States, be on track to graduate, qualify for or
receive free or reduced lunch, a discipline record clear o f major infractions, and possess a
cumulative GPA minimum o f 3.5 at the time o f tis study. In addition, participants must
have exceeded state's average score on at least one End o f Course Test (EOCT/EOC)
each year in high school. Students can come from diverse backgrounds and grade levels.
Students' personal documents or academic artifacts (i.e.. FTE grade report) was used to
ensure all survey participants meet study's guidelines. The researcher chose to restrict
the survey to 100 qualified students. Based on the study's guidelines 50 students
qualified and were interested in participating in the study. However, 47 students returned
the necessary paperwork to participate in the study. Each individual selected a note card
with a unique five-digit number typed on it. The numbers were placed on a Microsoft
Excel spreadsheet. Kutools for Excel was used to randomly sort and arrange numbers.
The surveyed group o f 47 students was comprised o f male and female students w ithin an
age range o f 14 years to 18 years old. In this study, individual students who fit the given
criteria were interviewed using a semi-structured format.
Student participants were provided a random five-digit code to complete the
survey. A ll participants were asked to complete the survey within 48 hours o f the survey
becoming active. The researcher did not contact any participants regarding the survey or

survey results after it was closed. After an analysis o f the survey data, student
participants were randomly selected by a number generator to participate in individual
interviews as well as a group interview. Twenty students initially participated in a oneon-one interview with the researcher. A t conclusion o f the interview, six student
participants were selected to participate in a group interview session. Students were
selected for group interview at the discretion o f the researcher. I f the group interview
yielded more questions for the researcher, selective participants were asked to participate
in a follow-up one-on-one interview. Follow-up interviews did not occur i f the
researcher determined there was a sufficient amount o f data to answer the research
question.
The Participants
As mentioned above, all research participants' information, including but not
limited to, gender and identity shall remain confidential. Forty-three students completed
the survey. In addition to completing the web-based survey. 21 students were selected
from the survey pool to participate in one-to-one interview session and a possible group
interview. Because members o f their community could identify participants, each person
was assigned a number and the name o f the school was changed for confidentiality.
Participant genders are also not included in research data to protect students'
confidentiality. Table I depicts the demographics o f those study participants interviewed
after completing on-line survey.
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Table 1 - Demographics o f One-on-One Interviewees

Race

Participants
Age
Number

(Self-identified)

Grade
Level

Grade
Point
Average

Highest subscale

(GPA- 4.0)

2

16

African
American

12

3.7

External

3

17

African
American

11

3.5

External

4

15

African
American

10

3.7

Identified

5

17

African
American

12

3.8

Identified

6

14

African
American

9

3.5

Introjected

7

16

African
American

10

3.8

Intrinsic

8

17

Multi-racial

12

3.6

Intrinsic &
Identified

9

18

Multi-racial

12

3.6

Amotivated

10

15

African
American

9

3.5

Amotivated

11

17

African
American

11

3.5

Intrinsic &
Introjected

12

15

Caucasian

10

3.7

Introjected

13

16

Caucasian

10

3.6

Identified

14

18

African
American

12

4.0

Introjected

15

16

African
American

11

3.7

Introjected &
External

16

18

American Indian

12

3.9

External

17

15

African
American

10

3.8

Intrinsic

18

17

Multi-racial

12

oo

Identified

19

15

African
American

10

3.6

Introjected

20

14

Caucasian

9

3.7

Identified

21

17

African
American

12

3.7

Identified

Data Collection Procedures
Once IRB and the school district's approval were obtained, a list o f students that
met study requirements was formulated. A ll qualifying students received a letter o f
introduction and consent form to give to a parent/guardian. The Letter o f Introduction
contained an introduction o f myself, details about the study's procedures and possible
benefit to the community, research requirements and guidelines (i.e. the number o f
participants needed to complete the study, and details regarding the instruments used to
conduct the research study). In the midst o f the information session, I explained that the
study is voluntary, however signed consent and assent were required in order to
participate in the survey and/ interview stages o f the study. I f anyone wanted to be
removed from the study after it began, his/her collected data was destroyed. A ll data
collected remained confidential. The information is stored at Mercer University and w ill
be destroyed after a three years period o f time. In addition, participants and parents were
not compensated for their participation in the study.
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Since qualitative research design yields a multifaceted focus, Ellingson (2011)
asserts crystallization, a crystal - multiple lenses - not triangle, approach is necessary.
Crystallization synthesizes multiple forms o f analysis and genres into one coherent
product, develops an astute account o f the phenomenon, addresses the researcher's
personality, speculates the meaning behind social constraints, and exposes the
indeterminacy o f knowledge claims even within its own study (Ellingson. 2009). The
methods used for crystallization to support research findings were surveys, personal and
group interviews, and personal documents or academic artifacts (GPA, report cards). It
involves multi-genre representations and combines multiple forms o f analysis into a
coherent framework defining the phenomenon (Ellingson, 2009). It fits perfectly w ithin a
transformative paradigm. Various data collection strategies are needed to provide
strength to a study. In order to provide proof o f crystallization, several types o f
instruments were developed for the participants and the parents in this study, student
artifacts, a survey and an interview instrument.
Survey Methods
Survey allows for the collection o f information from individuals through their
responses to questions without a substantial amount o f time or money. It has become a
ubiquitous data-gathering device (Singleton & Straits, 2012). The survey is viewed as an
integrated whole, in which the research study's objective is present in each section and
every question and each section complements other sections (Singleton & Straits. 2012).
There are three forms o f motivation, including two forms or extrinsic motivation
that are considered autonomous or self-determined. This study analyzes SDT in two
differentiates types o f behavioral regulation in terms o f the degree to which they
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represent autonomous or self-determined (versus controlled) functioning. Intrinsic
motivation is the prototype o f autonomous activity; when people are intrinsically
motivated, they are by definition self-determined. Extrinsically motivated activity, in
contrast, is often more controlled (i.e., less autonomous). However, SDT differentiates
types o f extrinsic motivation in terms o f the degree to which it has been internalized,
suggesting that the more fu lly it is internalized and integrated with one's self, the more it
w ill be the basis for autonomous behavior. There are four different types o f behavioral
regulation, defined in terms o f the degree to which the regulation o f an extrinsically
motivated activity has been internalized and integrated. They are external regulation,
introjected regulation, identified regulation, and integrated regulation, in order from the
least to the most fully internalized (Ryan & Deci, 2000).
The Self-Regulation Questionnaire (SRQ) (Ryan & Deci, 2001) is a domainspecific questionnaire, which allow individual to select difference types o f motivation or
regulation. Ryan and Connell (1989) created regulatory questionnaires as a means to
analyze individual differences. SDT theorizes there are different types o f motivation,
which contribute to ones' behavior. The different types fall along a continuum o f selfdetermination or autonomy in the following order from least to most self-determined:
amotivation, external, introjected. identified, integrated and intrinsic (Levesque.
W illiams, Elliot, Pickering, Bodenhamer, & Finley, 2007). The survey measures where
participants w ill fall w ithin the SDT areas. Amotivation is defined as absence or lack o f
motivation. Extrinsic motivation has been divided into two categories or controls.
External regulation refers to behavior that is performed in order to obtain a reward or to
avoid negative consequences. Introjected regulation refers to behaviors that have been
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partially adopted by the person, and are performed out o f fear or to avoid feeling guilty or
ego involved.
The SRQ also assessed autonomous forms o f extrinsic motivation: identification
and integration. Identification regulation occurs when a behavior is positively endorsed
and is valued by the individual. Integration regulation occurs when a behavior is
perceived as being part o f the larger scheme, as being connected to other values and
behaviors that may or may not lead to a positive outcome or reward. Intrinsic motivation
is the prototype o f self-determination and underlies behaviors that are engaged for their
own sake, simply for the pleasure, interest and satisfaction derived from performing the
task (Ryan and Connell. 1989). This survey format was selected largely due to it being a
validated and reliable measurement tool for research using SDT. SRQ seeks to assess
respondents’ motivators that contribute to a certain behavior evaluated based on the
different styles o f regulation or motivation (Levesque et al, 2007).
Research participants were given The Self-Regulation Questionnaires (Ryan &
Connell. 1989). The Self-Regulation Questionnaires is a self-report scale comprised o f
32 questions. The questions were designed to lead surveyors to a deeper level o f thought
meaning one or more questions w ill influence how subsequent questions are interpreted
(Check & Schutt, 2012). Deci and Ryan, founding theorists o f self-determination theory,
developed several surveys focused on conducting research using a self-determination
theoretical framework. The genre o f questionnaires that assesses the degree to w hich an
individual’ s motivation for a particular behavior or behavioral domain tends to be
relatively autonomous versus relatively controlled. The survey include a subscales that
assess the degree to which a person feels towards a choice in their lives and how they
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towards themselves. Every attempt w ill be made to avoid double negatives and doublebarreled questions, when survey respondents are unable to figure out which response
matches their sentiments because the statement is written using negative words such as
don't and not in questions or ask two questions but allow only one answer (Check &
Schutt. 2012).
Prior to conducting the survey, participants and parents were asked to complete and
sign consent and assent forms as required by the guidelines o f the IRB community. Once
all IRB requirements had been met, participants selected an individual numerical code to
enter when completing the survey. A list o f 50 random five-digit codes was generated
prior to releasing the survey to participate. The codes were placed on individual note
cards and handed to participants, at random, after all paperwork had been completed.
The researcher did not record the code in order to prevent any possible biases while
analyzing survey data. Participants did not enter their name into the survey, only their
self-selected numeric code. Participants entered the numeric code was entered in the
survey, i f he/she wished to participate in the individual survey. Participants completed a
survey containing information in regard to his/her demographic, which includes the
following: age, gender, ethnic background, and grade level. The survey included the
follow ing categories; (a) motivation; (b) learning experiences; (c) success: (d) factors that
contribute to decision making; and (e) school culture and/or environment. A t the
completion o f the survey, participants placed code cards with their name in a sealed box.
A web-based survey was utilized for data collection. A web-survey was selected
based on cost efficiency, ease o f editing, and ease o f collecting data from participants.
The researcher can analyze the data collected quickly. The survey created for the
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participants' focuses on a number o f different SDT Inventories. A web-based survey
using Survey Monkey® via Mercer University's IRB office was utilized to administer the
survey. It is critical to preserve student confidentiality due to the on-line format o f the
survey. Only the researcher had access to any information that could be used to link
participants to their responses. As the researcher, I kept the names that correspond to
survey numbers in a safe, private location until the conclusion o f the study, at which time
all materials were given to Mercer University per the IRB guidelines.
Participants rated their preferences o f a variety o f topics and SDT inventories
using several types o f questions— multiple choice, 5-point Likert scale, and open-ended
questions. The Likert question assessed participants' level o f agreement or disagreement
on a symmetric agree-disagree scale for a series o f statements capturing the intensity o f
their feelings on a certain question or topic.
Interview Format
The purpose o f conducting interviews w ithin a research study is to delve into the
thoughts, experiences, beliefs and/or motivations o f study participants regarding a
specific experience. The interview questions are designed to invoke a response from
participants regarding their feelings through the lens o f self-determination theory and
self-efficacy theory. The goal o f interviewing is to allow the interviewee's authentic
voice to be heard (Gubrium & Holstein, 2012).
Participants completed structured an interview and semi-structured interview.
Yvonne Lincoln (personal communication, A pril 17. 2015) advised structured interviews
provide a better sense o f how to generate and focus questions for unstructured interviews.
The open-ended questions allow the respondents provide their own answers in their own
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words. This type o f question was employed allowing the researcher to learn as much as
possible from the respondent without lim iting the responses (Check & Schutt. 2012).
Survey results were used as a discussion instrument during the interview' sessions and to
ensure it was grounded in the perspective o f those answering. The parent and community
survey were similar to the participants’ survey; however, the focus was on his/her
perception o f the participants' beliefs. After analysis o f survey results, participants'
codes were selected for interview. The sealed box was opened to discover the identity ot
those selected for one-to-one interviews. The names o f those selected were not recorded.
A ll participants were only labeled by numeric code. I conducted a number o f personal
and group interviews. Individual interviews preceded the group interviews. Using this
approach allows the researcher to develop better-targeted questions for the focus group
interviews (Yvonne Lincoln, personal communication October 13, 2014).
Semi-structured interviews were selected due to its fle xib ility in nature for both the
researcher and interviewee. Pinar (personal communication, October 13. 2014) suggests
"don’t observe your protocol too fastidiously, keep to it, it’ s your methodology but let the
conversation be as free ranging as you can. In that openness don’ t be seduced or
charmed, swept away by the discourse your hearing’’. Semi-structured interviews are
conducted with under the assumption the researcher knows enough about the research
topic to develop the interview questions (Morse 2012). Semi-structured interviews
consist o f open-ended questions allowing the interviewee to answer the question freely
followed by probing questions (Morse, 2012).
This method was employed in the one-to-one interviews. Interview questions were
created prior to determining the participants involved in the study. Questions focused on
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a number o f different motivation-related and school-related issues (i.e. teachers,
curriculum and environment) questions. Each participant was asked a series o f questions
related to his/her own personal feelings and how those feelings may impact his/her
academic success. The parent-related interview questions focused on the participants*
perception o f parental and families* belief. Participants were asked a range o f questions
such as “ Do you want to earn high grades?" and "What motivates you?" in order to illic it
a response to elevate the intrinsic and or influencing extrinsic motivation o f participants.
One's perceptions and beliefs can influence his/her behavior, sense o f self and capability.
In addition to personal interviews, another method o f data collection chosen was
to conduct group interviews. Group interviews are beneficial because it allows study
participants the freedom and opportunity to express multiple perspectives on a similar
phenomenon. A blended focus group interview and guided interview approach were
selected for the focus group interviews. Guided interviews allow for the researcher to
assume the listening role, allowing the interviewee the freedom to speak uninterrupted.
The researcher asked a series o f questions in order to providing a framework to the
interview. Morse (2012) emphasizes this form o f interview is considered emic (from the
participant’ s perspective) with "lim ited interjection from the researcher and increases
interview validity" (p. 194). Group interviews also consisted o f questions intended to
facilitate a group or individual discussion (Morse, 2012).
Implementing both individual and group interviews allows participants an
opportunity to share their experiences and express their feelings in private, the researcher
time to scan the data and discover preliminary themes, and ask the group additional
questions to determine i f new meaning develops (Beitin, 2012). This method o f
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interviewing can provide a wealth o f information pertaining to the research question. A ll
interviews were dual recorded via video and audio. I used a digital recorder to capture
participants' words. Transcripts o f audio files were performed by InqScribe software.
Based on the availability o f the participant, interviews were conducted face-to-face or via
an online platform. Dual recording simplified any recording issues from listening to
several individuals speak at the same time. The advantage o f this method was having a
recorded script o f the discussion with participants to review anytime in the study.
Selecting a fu lly emerged web-based video chat format has disadvantages. One
disadvantage is the inability to facilitate the discussion (online) because the conversation
moves at a quick pace and the person that types the fastest can control the conversation
(Glesne, 2011). Another issue with a web-based format is the inability to interact
naturally. The group interviews must begin with the same basic understanding o f
individual interviews. The group setting helped me assess participants' behaviors and
thought processes within a social atmosphere in comparison to the individual interview.
This group setting is not designed to obtain in-depth information from any one
participant. In-depth interviews were conducted on a one-to-one basis. The interviewer
asked questions and probed for clarifications only and not to influence the respondents'
answers. The interviewer refrained from providing personal information about beliefs,
values or opinions that may influence the interviewee (Johnson & Rowlands, 2012).
Individual and group interviews were in an easily accessible location that was both
comfortable and safe to the interviewer and interviewee.
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Qualitative Data Analysis
Research participants were given a copy o f The Self-Regulation
Questionnaires (Ryan & Connell, 1989). The Self-Regulation Questionnaires is a selfreport scale comprised o f 32 questions. The questions are categorized into four
subscales. The questionnaire is scored on a 4 point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 to 4:
Very true is scored 4; Sort o f true is scored 3; Not very true is scored 2: and Not at all
true is scored 1, to sim plify the participants4 understanding o f agreeing and disagreeing
with the statements. I calculated participants' scores by averaging the items that make up
the subscale categories. The four subscales are: external regulation, introjected
regulation, identified regulation, and intrinsic motivation.
Interview questions were derived from The Self-Determination Scale (SDS)
(Ryan & Deci, 2001). The SDS was designed to assess the differences which research
participants function in a self-determined manner. It interprets their elements o f
personalities, which reflects (1) being more aware o f their feelings and their sense o f self,
and (2) feeling a sense o f choice with respect to their behavior (Ryan & Deci. 2001). The
SDS is a short, 10-item scale, with two 5-item subscales. The first subscale is awareness
o f oneself, and the second is perceived choice in one's actions. Data received from the
SDS were used to develop group interview questions.
I have selected grounded theory data analysis approach because it provides a
rigorous and flexible structure that allows for exploring and analyzing inductive data
(Thomberg & Charmaz, 2014). Clarke and Friese (2007) state grounded theory "focuses
on systematically analyzing qualitative data to elucidate key forms o f participant actions
in a particular situation" (p. 363). Grounded theory discerns multiple sources o f data.
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which include observations, conversations, and interviews. Ground theory coding
strategies include a variety o f methods including sorting, synthesizing and summarizing
data (Charmaz, 2011). This analysis method was used to uncover patterns, themes and
codes. This method allowed the researcher to take into account the new concepts that
emerged from the data. This approach relies on the endemic conceptions rather than
those o f the researcher. Stressing the researcher's reflection on their involvement in the
process, the approach acknowledges the researcher s theories can play a role in how the
data are analyzed (Krippendorff, 2004).
Formal data analysis began after one-to-one interviews were completed.
Bloomberg & Volpe (2012) describes five stages for analyzing data in qualitative
research. The five steps involve: 1) organizing and preparing data for analysis: 2) review
and explore the data; 3) develop categories; 4) developing descriptors for each category;
and 5) sort and categorize quotations. In this study, data were organized by themes that
emerged from research data.
Color and word codes were used to categorize data into themes and show the
correlation between codes. These emergent categories are used to organize and group
codes into meaningful clusters (Patton, 2002). Charmaz (2006) classifies it as a method
o f theory construction in which the researcher constructs concepts that count for
relationships defined in the empirical data. Each concept rests on empirical indications.
Saldana (2009) defines coding as "a heuristic (from the Greek, meaning "to discover")
an exploratory problem-solving technique without specific formulas to follow (p. 8).
"Open coding" involves the researcher building codes, categories, and themes that
surface w ithin the data by using a line-by-line approach (Patton, 2002). Transcribing the
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student interview notes allow for the creation o f unique categories and is needed to
arrange and properly analysis data.
A ll notes coded were given the same label and categorized to be about the same
topic, theme, concept, etc. The codes associated the topic or concept that underpins the
theme or category. Different color highlighters were used to differentiate concepts and
categories. Any parts o f the data that relate to a code topic are coded w ith the appropriate
label. I f and when a theme is identified from the data that does not quite fit the codes
previously listed, a new code is created. The list o f concepts created helped to identify
the issues, relationships and/ correlations within in the data set. Those concepts from the
transcripts developed an outline o f concepts being main headings and categories being
subheadings or concepts to develop group interview' questions. Once key words or
phrases were determined for each category, rules were created to clarify relationships
w ithin and between categories. Under each category, frequency o f use was also noted.
By coding the transcripts by hand, 1 created annotations and key terms to enter into
Computer Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis (CAQDAS) and define the coding
categories. The CAQDAS system selected was the A TLAS.ti Mac program. A TLAS.ti
Mac is a qualitative data analysis program for textual, graphical, audio & video data
available for Apple computers. A TLAS.ti Mac was used to calculate word frequency and
determine i f addition categories developed that 1 may have missed while coding by hand.
The CAQDAS software was used to assess documents and support the annotation, sorting
and other manipulations o f the data (Gibbs. 2014). Incorporating a CAQDAS within my
data analysis methods provided a uniform mode o f data collection, analysis and
representation. CAQDAS was used as an organizational support tool to categorize data
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rather than interrupt themes and meaning. During analysis o f the transcripts o f individual
interviews any possible relationships or correlations between issues, concepts, or themes
were noted to develop broader categories, so more detailed codes were combined in the
data. Coding line-by-line was used for analysis o f the group interview. The rationale
behind researcher coding and not CAQDAS was simply to prevent the software from
possibly misleading the researcher towards a particular method o f analysis, which may
lead to a tendency to focus too much on details rather than on the overall, holistic picture.
The final analysis o f all the data w ill be summarized and outlined in the follow ing
chapters.
Positionality o f the Researcher
For the purpose o f full disclosure within study finding it is imperative that I state
my personality. I am the Program Director for the Grant School and have held this
position for the past 5 years. In conjunction with my position as Director. 1 am also the
Gifted Coordinator for the building and a science teacher. M y oldest son. a non-study
participant, is a student in the high school. As Program Director. I am responsible for
developing a positive, safe, nurturing program/school environment while using multiple
intelligence and learning styles as a framework to help each student realize and reach
their fullest potential. I am also charged with the development and implementation o f
policies and procedures that govern the Grant School, overseeing the parent-focused
organization that financially supports the Grant School, as well as advising students. 1
interact with majority o f the students within the program and building on a daily basis.
The Grant School has an Instagram account, Facebook Page, Remind and Vine channel: I
am administrator o f each account. As a Christian, my faith allow s me to believe
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everything works for the good o f the faith. It is what motivates me to always strive for
greatness, love ofleam ing, exploring and travel to new places. Lastly. I am a child
advocate, who believes every child wants to learn and has a right to a quality education.
It is the role o f the school to ensure students are engaged in relevant and productive
course work, not simply completing worksheets or testing.

Conclusion
In conclusion, determining what motivates today's students to make decisions,
which may improve or decrease the chances or opportunities in the future, is the ultimate
goal o f this survey. In order to continue to educate the future population as best we can.
it is important that we determine their motivating factors in regard to education. There
are several educational theories and curricula in today's educational system: however
none o f them are o f worth i f they neglect to motivate the students that they are made for.
Core goals are useless i f the curricula devised to meet these goals are not motivating our
students to become critical thinkers, innovators and productive global citizens o f
tomorrow.

CHAPTER 4
STUDENTS PROSPECTIVE OF M O TIV A TIO N
In this chapter, I discuss the findings that emerged from the survey and interview
data-examining students' perceptions on motivation. The data were used to explore the
motivators that contributed to this group o f students' academic achievements and the
possible connection to the SDT (Deci & Ryan. 2000). Data were examined to unearth a
correlation between these academic outcomes and a number o f personal beliefs, which
were categorized into five general categories. Data revealed even after setting equal
factors and controlling variables (i.e. socioeconomic status, high school grade point
average and standardized achievement test scores), students' self- efficacy and
achievement motivation were two o f the highest motivators when making academic
decisions.
There are several quantitative measure studies that analyze individual or a
combination o f factors (i.e. motivation, self-determination, efficacy, and low
socioeconomic student); however, there are few qualitative measures from the
perspective o f the student. This is a qualitative study focused on high achieving lowincome students" perceptions o f academic achievement and motivators. The findings are
beneficial for schools that serve high achieving low-income students to have a better
understanding o f how the unique circumstances and perspectives may contribute to their
current and future academic achievements and decisions. Study results show, supported
by self-efficacy (Bandura, 1986) and self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan. 2012).
students reporting higher self-efficacy also receiving higher grades.
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Walker, Greene, and Mansell (2005) examined the concept o f identification with
academic, intrinsic/extrinsic motivation and self-efficacy as predictors o f cognitive
engagement. A similar analysis was used in this study that resulted in a correlation
between high self-efficacy and intrinsic motivation level resulting in a positive sense o f
self and academic achievement. The analysis o f two types o f data was used in this
chapter. The first portion is directly related to research participants' answers from
completing a web-based survey. The Academic Self-Regulation Questionnaire (SRQ-A)
was used to analyze the reasons why children do their schoolwork.
The second portion was structured based on my research questions regarding
motivators that may influence students' academic performance. The students were asked
to respond to a series o f questions from each area on the survey: (a) student's perception
o f motivation; (b) student’ s perception on learning experiences; (c) student's perception
on success; (d) student's perception on factors that contribute to decision making; (e)
student’ s perception on the school culture and/or environment; (f) student's perception on
getting good grades academic success (GPA); (g) student's perception on social media
and mass media; (h) student's perception on academic rigorous work; and (i) the
student's future plans.
STUDY RESULTS
Survey Findings
Once parental consent forms and assent forms were returned to me. research
participants selected a note card at random. Fifty participants met research requirements,
however, 47 completed the survey. Each student received a card with the survey link and
research participant's assigned study number. Research participants then completed the
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Academic Self-Regulation Questionnaire (SRQ-A) prior to participating in individual
and/ or group interviews. The Self-Regulation Questionnaires (Ryan & Connell. 1989) is
a self-report scale comprised o f four main questions guided by 32 possible response
questions. The four subscales are external regulation, introjected regulation, identified
(integrated) regulation, and intrinsic motivation. Questions from The Self-Determination
Scale (SDS) was also used to determine whether research participants were aware o f their
behavior from a self-determined manner or approach and considered it a reason for
academic decision-making or a particular behavior such as doing schoolwork. The
subscales allowed me to measure intrinsic motivation (to know and to experience
stimulation), three types o f extrinsic motivation (external regulation, introjected
regulation, integrated regulation and identification), and amotivation. The SRQ-A
provided research participants a voice while I was able to examine the underlying
motivators, which contributed to their decision-making. The SRQ-A was administered
prior to the individual interviews. The information from the SRQ-A allowed me to craft
deep interview questions.
Survey results provided a baseline indicator for the development o f interview
questions. The survey scored participants on a four-point scale. From the least to the
most self-determined, these are external regulation, introjected regulation, identified
regulation, and integrated regulation (Ryan & Deci, 2000). W ithin SDT, greater selfdetermined motivation is hypothesized to positively predict adaptive outcomes such as
increased behavioral engagement (Ryan & Deci. 2000) and enhanced psychological w ell
being and for this study's purpose a motivator for decision-making. The survey data
showed a variety o f issues regulated to the SDT themes and students' reasoning for
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following basic school rules or completing assignments. Self-efficacy has been
associated with adaptive motivation, causing an increased effort and persistence as well
as students' general academic engagement and their willingness to engage in more
difficu lt tasks (Walker, Green & Mansell, 2005). Table 2 survey results illustrates the
percentages o f survey participants selected each subscale.

Table 2 - Survey Results
Not very
true

Not at all
true

33.33%

9.52%

19.05%

28.57%

14.29%

16.67%

9.52%

38.10%

50.00%

35.71%

33.33%

16.67%

14.29%

58.54%

39.02%

2.44%

0.00%

59.52%

33.33%

7.14%

0.00%

2.38%

16.67%

35.71%

45.24%

59.52%

30.95%

7.14%

2.38%

14.29%

23.81%

7.14%

19.05%

Very True

Sort o f True

Motivation to do homework
Why do I do my homework?
38.10%
1. Because I want the
teacher to think I'm a good
student.
Because I ’ ll get in trouble
40.48%
i f I don't.
2.38%
Because it's fun.
4. Because I w ill feel bad
about m yself i f I don't do
it.
5. Because I want to
understand the subject.
6. Because that's what I'm
supposed to do.
7. Because I enjoy doing
my homework.
8. Because it's important to
me to do my homework.

Motivation to co well in class
Why do I work on my classwork?
9. So that the teacher w on't 21.43%
40.48%
yell at me
10. Because I want the
38.10%
35.71%
teacher to think I'm a good
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student.
2.38%
28.57%
11. Because I want to learn 69.05%
new things
35.71%
21.43%
28.57%
12. Because 1*11 be
ashamed o f m yself i f it
didn't get it done.
35.71%
33.33%
4.76%
13. Because it ’ s fun.
9.52%
47.62%
35.71%
14. Because that's the rule.
39.02%
48.78%
4.88%
15. Because I enjoy doing
my classwork.
11.90%
21.43%
66.67%
16. Because it's important
to me to work on my
classwork.
Why do I try to answer hard questions in class?
16.67%
28.57%
19.05%
17. Because I want the
other students to think I'm
smart.
38.10%
16.67%
18. Because I feel ashamed 33.33%
o f m yself when I don’t try.
38.10%
21.43%
30.95%
19. Because I enjoy
answering hard questions.
19.05%
45.24%
23.81%
20. Because that's what
I'm supposed to do.
19.05%
2.38%
21. To find out i f I'm right
78.57%
or wrong.
26.19%
26.19%
28.57%
22. Because it's fun to
answer hard questions.
30.95%
7.14%
54.76%
23. Because it's important
to me to try to answer hard
questions in class.
16.67%
23.81%
21.43%
24. Because I want the
teacher to say nice things
about me.
17. Because I want the
19.05%
28.57%
16.67%
other students to think I'm
smart.
Motivation to do well in school
Why do I try to do well in sc i o o I?
25. Because that's what
16.67%
80.95%
2.38%
I'm supposed to do.
26. So my teachers w ill
38.10%
19.05%
16.67%
think I'm a good student.
27. Because I enjoy doing
43.90%
39.02%
7.32%
my schoolwork well.

0.00%
14.29%

26.19%
7.14%
7.32%
0.00%

35.71%

11.90%
9.52%
11.90%
0.00%
19.05%
7.14%

38.10%

35.71%

0.00%
26.19%
9.76%
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28. Because I w ill get in
trouble i f I don't do well.
29. Because I 'll feel really
bad about myself i f I don't
do well
30. Because it's important
to me to try to do well in
school.
31. Because I w ill feel
really proud o f myself i f I
do well.
32. Because I might get a
reward i f I do well.

57.14%

28.57%

7.14%

7.14%

76.19%

19.05%

0.00%

4.76%

88.10%

9.52%

0.00%

2.38%

90.48%

7.14%

0.00%

2.38%

42.86%

28.57%

19.05%

9.52%

Motivation to do Homework
When asked, '‘why do I do my homework” , two responses received 59.52% very
true o f the vote. Participants stated they completed homework because it was supposed
to be done and it is important to complete it. "Because that's what I'm supposed to do" is
rated as an external regulation behavior. A person motivated by an external acting
influence generally causes external regulation behaviors. Such behaviors are performed
to meet an external demand or obtain an externally imposed reward. External regulation
is the only kind o f motivation recognized by operant theorists (e.g., Skinner. 1953).
External motivation is often used to encourage students to take part in a behavior that
they must complete but may not be genuinely interested in completing (Ryan & Deci.
2000).
Participant 12, a 15 years old sophomore student, maintaining a 3.7 GPA from a
single parent household, chose very true on both question two and six. Both answers are
external regulation behavior responses. Participant 12 was adamant as to homework as a
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course that must be completed regardless o f reward or grade. Participant 12 stated. " I f
assigned, it was assigned for a reason, just do it: it's not going to k ill you but it could help
you i f collected, graded or content is covered on a future test." (Individual interview.
November 13,2015).
’ Because it's important to me to do my homework' is an identified regulation
response on the survey. Identified regulation is a more autonomously driven, or selfdetermined, form o f extrinsic motivation. This subscale concludes the person has
identified with the personal importance o f a behavior and its regulation as his or her own.
It directly related to how a person determines value o f a goal or regulation behaviors or
action are important. This form o f motivation is a direct correlation between the
awareness o f one's behavior and the understanding o f one's regulation o f behavior as a
contributing factor in achieving a goal. An identified regulation behavior should not be
viewed solely as a person finding personal pleasure in completing the task. A person
displaying this form o f motivation simply recognizes that the behavior is beneficial to
personal growth and development, causing incorporation o f that behavior as her own.
Participant 2, a 16-year-old African American Senior student with a cumulative
3.7 GPA suffering from sickle cell anemia, selected ’because it is important to me to do
my homework’ on the survey. When asked during the one-to-one interview session to
elaborate as to why it was important, Participant 2 stated:
It is important to continue to practice the work and complete it because you never
know i f she (Math Teacher) w ill collect it for a grade. I f I don't do it and she
(Math Teacher) collects it my grade w ill be a zero, which could affect my
FREE scholarship e ligibility (Individual interview, November 17. 2015).
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Participant 5, a 17-year-old African American Senior coping with issues o f abandonment
and financial stress related to graduation while maintaining a 3.8 GPA also chose very
true as the answer. The participant explained how everything in and out o f school is part
o f God’ s way o f testing a person’ s resilience and determination. Participant five stated.
"God places everything in a person's life to so that he/she may grow and learn from it. It
is my job to take all lesson(s) and attempt to discover the lessons life and God has for
me." (Individual interview, Nov. 17, 2015). Over half (58.54%) o f the participants
selected ‘ very true’ as a response when asked i f completing homework contributed to
better understanding the subject. This response also measures external regulation
behaviors. Participant 12 also selected very true which began to show a pattern.
When responded to survey question "W hy do I work on my homework?",

participants selected ‘ very true' rating, for ‘because I want to learn new things' and
'because it is important to me to work on my classwork'. Six-nine percent o f survey
participants selected ‘ very true' ‘because 1 want to learn new things' response, which
narrowly beat out 'because it's important to me to work on my classwork' by 66.67% or
one vote. Unlike question one, survey participants selected an identified regulation
behavior versus shared behaviors. The third highest category on the survey was ‘ because
I want the teacher to think I'm a good student' with 38.10% o f participants selecting
'very true' and 35.71% selecting ‘ sort o f true'.
Participant 18, a 17 year old multi-racial senior who was the victim o f racial
profiling and discrimination while maintaining a 3.9 GPA, stated during the interview
portion "V ery true was selected because it's important to me how my teachers, who are
directly responsible for my success and future see me. I have to ask them to complete
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college recommendations and it's not a good look i f I'm slacking in class." (Individual
interview, October 30, 2015). Participant 18 selected somewhat true for both learning
new things and it is important to me to work on my classwork. When asked to explain
sort o f true as part o f a follow-up question, Participant 18 simply stated, " it's all the same
thing. I do it because I need to learn in class, which helps my grade. The better my grade
and work ethic the better view the teacher w ill have ot me. So when I need something
it's not a challenge." (Individual interview, October 30, 2015).
Motivation to do Well in Class
Motivation as an academic engagement refers to "cognitive, emotional, and
behavioral indicators o f student investment in and attachment to education" (Tucker,
Zayco, & Herman, 2002, p. 477). Most survey questions had two or more answers with
close percentages. However, when asked why do they answer hard questions in class,
78.57% o f surv eyors selected very true to find out i f I'm right or wrong as the answer.
Participants whom selected ‘very true' as their survey response are categorized in
identified regulation motivation subscale.
Participant 6, a 14-year-old Freshman student w ith a first semester GPA o f 3.5.
selected very true for needing to know i f I'm right or wrong, but also selected sort o f true
as a response for because I want the other students to think I'm smart and I feel ashamed
o f m yself when I don't try. Both answers are introjected regulation behavior indicators.
Introjected regulation is motivation from an internalized, pressuring voice. The source o f
motivation causes an individual to enact a behavior not because he wants to. but out o f
fear not to out o f a sense o f obligation. During the interview session the participant w as
asked what role does others play in decision making the participant simply stated

78

"nothing really. It's not really about them; it's about how I think it is.... That little voice
in me says Tm better than that" I asked, "What is that?" The participant responded. "M y
best, I can always do better. I have to continue to grow and improve or I w ill struggle like
my parents" (Individual interview, October 30, 2015). Students with high achievement
motives and desires to succeed w ill make any necessary adjustments to their schedules,
behavior or attitude in order to outperform others, meet or surpass a personal standard o f
excellence, or achieve a personal goal (Eccles and W igfield. 2002). A ll students are
influenced by a need to achieve to a certain degree (McClelland, 1985).
Motivation to do Well in School
The question "w hy do I try to do well in school?" provided insight to participants
efficacy. W hile this question had several high scoring subscale responses, which received

90.48% very true responses was because I w ill feel really proud o f m yself i f I do well.
This question is categorized as an introjected regulation behavior. Because it's important
to me to try to do well in school, an identified regulation subscale, received 88.10% very
true responses. Because that's what I'm supposed to do, an external regulation subscale,
also received a high percentage o f very true responses scoring 80.95%. So my teachers
w ill think I'm a good student, an introjected regulation subscale, received the highest
scores with 26.19% not at all true and 16.67% not very true. Students tend to be
influenced by a need to achieve to a certain degree. Those students, who hold a high
desire o f success, work hard to achieve in school (Ryan and Connell. 1989).
Participant 9, 18-year-old African American senior currently living with a family
friend due to a negative home life yet maintains a 3.6 GPA. answered very true for each
question. When asked to provide a rationale for all very trues the participant responded.
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" A ll things work for my good. I really enjoy school as a whole. I don't necessarily like
test(s) and some assignments but on a big scale 1 like it" (Individual interview. November
17,2015). Participant 9?s response was the basic definition o f an integrated regulation
behavior. Integrated regulation is the most autonomous kind o f extrinsic motivation. It
occurs when the behavior is fully assimilated into a person's self-evaluations and beliefs
on personal needs. The integrated motivations share qualities with intrinsic motivation
but are still classified as extrinsic because the goals that are trying to be achieved are for
reasons extrinsic to the self, rather than an innate enjoyment or interest in the task (Ryan.
1995).
Survey data were calculated and participants responses were identified either as
one o f the extrinsic motivation categories, a motivated or as being intrinsically motivated.
Students that scored 35 or less were classified as amotivation. Participants' responses
were scored as intrinsically motivated after one-to-one interview. Based on survey
responses, those participants that were classified as being intrinsically motivated proved
to behave out o f personal interest and an innate desire and sense o f autonomy.
Interview Results
Interview participants were selected from the survey pool randomly by a number
generator. Once selected, I contacted each participant to arrange a date and time to
conduct individual interviews. I personally conducted each individual face-to-face, semi
structured interview at the research site. In order to conduct the interviews during the
school day I obtained approval from the school's principal and participants' parents once
consent letters were returned. Most interviews occurred during non-instructional times:
however, a few interviews were conducted during instructional times. I made every
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attempt to minimize any undue disruption to the school day for the participant and the
school.
Interview participants were asked several open-ended questions based on their
responses on the SRQ. based on SDT scales and my research questions. Initial one-toone interview questions focused on key areas: (a) student's perception o f motivation: (b)
student's perception on learning experiences; (c) student's perception on success; (d)
student's perception on factors that contribute to decision making; (e) student's
perception on the school culture and/or environment; (f) student's perception on getting
good grades academic success (GPA); (g) student's perception on social media and mass
media; (h) student's perception on academic rigorous work; and (i) the student's future
plans.
Once all the analysis o f interview transcripts data was categorized. I used my
coding scheme as my conceptual framework and assigned codes to each category and
subcategory by using key descriptors. M y coding system was a form o f classification o f
noting what is o f interest or significance. Saladana (2009) refers to a code as "a word or
short phrase that symbolically assigns a summative, salient, essence-capturing, and/or
evocative attribute for a portion o f language-based or visual data" (p. 3). I reviewed the
descriptors for any overlaps or similar content that may have been previously missed.
Open coding, a grounded theory concept where descriptors emerge from the data
(Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012), was used to determine categories. After revelation, those
categories were ranked creating data themes. Table 2 displays the live themes. The main
themes emerged by analyzing participants’ answers from the survey, one-on-one
interviews and group interviews after coding data. Subthemes also emerged in
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correlation to the main themes. The development o f the theme depended on the
frequency which participants mentioned it. Once the themes were identified, they were
then labeled as extrinsic or intrinsic motivators.

Table 3: Participants' Motivators
Theme
I Can Because I Think I Can
Faith in God
Self-efficacy (confidence)
'Primal U rge2
'Bom This Way'
Family
Surpass
Expectation
Fear
Struggle
Perception o f Motivation
Achieving Goals
Future self
Education (current & future)
School3
Curriculum & Grades

Frequency 1
20
20
19
16
13
19
15
12
18
15
18
17
16
17
15
9

Theme Type
Self-determined
Intrinsic
Intrinsic
Intrinsic
Intrinsic
Extrinsic
Identified
Identified
Extrinsic
Introjected
Extrinsic
External
Identified
Extrinsic
Integrated
External

Notes:
1There were 21 participants interviewed.
2 Describes participants statements; paraphrased “ there's just something".
3 School, includes but is not limited to, culture, teachers and administration.

The purpose o f this study was to determine students' perceptions o f in regard to
how they perceive their academic success in terms o f self-efficacy beliefs and identify the
motivators that may influence or contribute to their academic decision make processes.
Self-efficacy refers to participants' beliefs about their ability to be successful in a given
situation. Twenty-one survey participants out o f 47 total survey respondents were
interview using one-to-one interview format. One-to-one interviews allowed participants
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to discuss their rationale and perceived motivators as related to their academic decision
making, future plans, perceptions on social media, as well as school culture and
environment. After coding data and developing categories, a small six-person focus
group interview was conducted. The focus group interview findings are merged within
categories and subthemes.
Students' Academic Achievements Motivators
Because I Can
A fter introduction questions, participants were asked open-ended questions in
order to gain insight as to the motivators they perceive to influence, contribute and affect
their behavior and decisions. Participants that believe in their own ability to complete a
task are self-determined and require no reinforcements or rewards to be maintained (Deci
and Ryan. 2000). Initial motivation questions yielded overlapping response as shown in
Table 2.
Faith in God. Twenty participants referenced God and or faith in as means to
explain how they developed into themselves during the individual interview process.
God was stated to be the master o f their lives. Participant 1, 18-year-old African
American homeless student with a 3.8 GPA. states. "God is why I am able to maintain
my grades, come to school, survive and just live. I f He left me. I would die. I hate to
sound overly religious but it's true. God has seen me and my fam ily through my parents'
situation” (Individual interview. November. 17, 2015).
In the midst o f the group interview Participant 16, 18-year-old ESOL American
Indian Senior w ith a 3.9 GPA, questioned why Participant 1 or Participant 15. a
multiracial junior living with epilepsy while maintaining a 3.9 GPA, could suggest their
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rationale for achievement is due to God. Participant 1 responded to Participant 16 by
saying:
Yes, I'm homeless but God has given me life and skills to make it in this world. I
am not defined by my current situation. I know many people that live without
God like you and I know you cannot handle my life that's why He didn't give it to
you. This is my walk to success. He created me to be a testimony (Group
interview. Nov. 20, 2015).
Participant 15 stated ‘‘I don't know why I am the way I am, I was bom this way. I've
survived every seizure I didn't do that. He did" (Group interview, November. 20, 2015).
Participant 16 stated, " I believe in God and have faith. I'm not sure i f it's to the same
extent as you but I know I didn't make m yself smart or determined. I've always been this
way, all things are possible!" (Group interview, November. 20. 2015) Participants'
reactions represent intrinsic motivation and a self-determined behavior.
Self-efficacy. Participants possess a strong efficacy to regulate their learning and
perform well academically; their motivation and aspirations for success are much higher
(Bandura, 1993). A ll but one student emphatically stated they were confident in their
ability to be successful in school and life regardless o f their current socioeconomic level
or fam ily background. Participant 14, 18-year-old African American homosexual Senior
coping with social anxiety and depression yet contains to maintain a 3.6 GPA, declared "I
have a strong efficacy in my academic ability. I am highly intelligent" (Individual
interview, November. 20, 2015). Participant 2 stated "efficacy and confidence is a big
factor in why I'm able to study the night before the test without worrying about failing it.
You asked what is a motivator from me, my confidence is a motivator and at time(s) my
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d o w n fa ll..." (Individual interview, November 17, 2015) Participant 17. 15-year-old
African American Sophomore with a 3.8 GPA, mentioned the belief in self to achieve
academic success, graduate from high school and college in an accelerated timeframe.
The students' self-efficacy judgments may influence the choices students make, the
amount o f effort or engagement, the perseverance with which they approach new tasks,
and the amount o f stress or anxiety they experience (Pajares, 1996). Participant 1 stated;
I am not worried about college; I already know what school I want to attend. I
saved money to pay for the visit, met the professors and seen the dorms. I begun
creating a PayPal to purchase items needed, like books and sheets. I know I can
get Free Scholarship, i f I improve my grade... I've been attending tutoring to
ensure my grade doesn't drop. (Individual interview. November. 20. 2015)
A belief in "God" and/ faith is an example o f both an extrinsic and intrinsic motivator.
Participants reference faith as a belief grown from social influences that impact their
academic self-efficacy. Students who possess a strong sense o f self-efficacy set higher
goals for themselves and are steadfast in accomplishing them.
Primal urge. The participants in the study had a hard time putting their feelings
into words about how they became this way or what is the single motivator that drives
their behavior. I could see the frustration in participants' eyes as they attempted to define
that feeling that caused them to behave in such a manner with a plethora o f words (i.e.
that thing, a consist sense o f T must do something'). Participant 3, a 17-year-old African
American student with a 3.5 GPA, stated it best " ...it's that feeling in the pit o f your
stomach or in the back o f head that continually says try harder, do better, push yourself.
It's there when you wake you and go to sleep" (Individual interview. November 18.
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2015). Participant 11 talks about an internal desire that similar to a craving but not tor
food. Participant 18 refers to the feeling as a primal urge. Based on the interpretation o f
primal urge and that feeling students possess it would be classified as an intrinsic
motivator.
Bom This Way. When asked i f they're considered themselves to be self
motivated 13 o f the 21 participants referenced the song Bom This Way (Lady Gaga.
2011, track 1). Participant 7, a 16-year-old multi-racial sophomore with a 3.8 GPA.
proclaims,
I ’m not sure what motivates me but I know it's not extrinsic. M y mom tries to say
i f I do this then I ’ ll get that but it doesn’t make me want to do whenever it is i f I
didn't want to do it in the first place. I don't really stress over grades and school. I
just do what I feel 1 have to do; it ’s always been this way (Individual interview.
November 13, 2015).
Participant 20, a 14-year-old freshman classified as twice exceptional (classified as gifted
and SpEd) with a 3.7 GPA, proclaims being born this way. The participant recalls
waking up mornings while in middle school with a clear head and a plan for the day. In
the midst o f the focus group interviews, Participant 11 talks about an internal drive or
feeling pushing him to constantly want to improve in school and out o f school.
Participants 11, 1,2 and 7 spoke about their children. Each mentioned always feeling as
i f they could reach a goal or achieve greatness. Several stated it was not like entering
puberty or any other major moment in life. Going to school, getting good grades and
wanting to be the best at everything was a part o f their character. "When I watch TV I
can see m yself being interviewed on a talk show or the news. 1 do see m yself in the
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people just on the show/* says Participant 21 (Individual interview, November 17. 2015).
Three participants interviewed referenced the images seen on social media and not
wanting society to view them the same ways. I asked a deeper explanation o f the
statements, however, only one participant addressed the questions. Participant 1 stated
"The world sees me as just another poor black person. I am more than that.... 1 had to be
bom this way cause I didn't have the Cosby type o f fam ily to mold into this** (Individual
interview. October 20, 2015). Participants were adamant that they were more than a
GPA, and they did well in school for themselves and their future not because o f w hat was
on TV.
Family
What was also discovered in the interviews was that 20 o f the 21 participants had
one or more positive relationship with at least one parent (mother or father) and or family
member. Participants view the role o f fam ily member in a number o f different ways.
Several participants speak o f fam ily in a positive manner and/or a driving force in their
lives, while other participants speak o f family as a negative force. SDT postulates that
relationships are internalized, using both conscious and unconscious processes, forming
mental representations o f self and other that direct an individual's perception o f events
and future planning (Ryan, Stiller, & Lynch, 1994).
Surpass. Participants were asked to describe how they feel about their life and
achievements in relation to their parents and family. Participant 4. a 15 year old African
American with a 3.7 GPA, sophomore spoke about fam ily being a motivator to academic
achievement. General fam ily would serve as an extrinsic motivator. M ajority o f the
participants used the positioning in the family and household factors, including but not
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limited to, single parent household and multiple siblings, as negative factors in their lives.
However, the negativity was not used as a driving motivator. Instead, participants
emphasized the benefit o f education. Participant 11 acknowledged fam ily financial status
and living environment played a major role in how he viewed life, education and the
world. Participant 11 stated:
1 think o f how I live. I think o f my mom and grandma. When I was younger, my
ma told me education was the only way to get a good job. I work hard at school so
one day my children don’t grow up like me. 1 don't get good grades for the hope
o f a good job, but that is definitely my hope. I do it because I realize it's my way
to a better life (Individual interview, November 18. 2015).
Participant 15 recalls a moment when the feeling o f surpassing other fam ily members
occurred. Participant stated:
One day I was in the kitchen with my mother, she told me 1am so proud o f you. I
asked for what? She said you w ill be everything I can't be. I was never smart like
you. It was at that moment I realized graduating, going to college, graduating
from college was in reach (Individual interview. October 30, 2015).
As the participant continued to talk, I was amazed by the sense o f loyalty and adoration
had for fam ily and education. During the group interview, participants spoke over each
other in an attempt to stress the role o f fam ily in their lives. However, each believed they
would surpass and/ do better in life than their parents or other fam ily members.
Participant 16 spoke about the maternal grandfather and his resistance to allowing his
daughters to attend secondary school. When asked about the role the mother played in
education and learning the participant became very emotional. I was told stories about
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the participant needing help during elementary school and how the mother was unable to
help. Participant 16's eyes began to water when speaking about surpassing family
members at such an early age and having nothing but still being better o ff than most
family members due to the level o f education completed at the time o f the interview.
Participant 16 stated:
M y mother wasn't allowed to get an education. My grandfather didn't believe in
educating girls. He told my mother - she didn't need a school education to get
pregnant and take care o f the family. M y mother is here illegal and has been
pretty much all my life; she works hard and has all my life. She wasn't allowed to
go to school. I just got a $200K scholarship to college. She can't help me w ith my
homework and never said I have to do well in school. But I always knew 1 had to
do good for myself and because she never got a chance to. I don't do it for her. I
do it more for m yself and my community (Individual interview, November 3.
2015).
Participant 16 lives in a trailer park community w here most o f the residents speak English
as a second language. Both Participant 1 and 3 spoke to being able to accomplish more
in their lives than their parents at this same age. They tended to gloat just a bit w hen
speaking o f their accomplishments in school and at home. Participant 10 stated, " o f
course I'm better than my parents, I was bom to be better. I am a newer version o f both
o f them. Maybe not my dad because I don’t really know how he was when he was
younger but I'm smarter than my mother." (Individual interview. November 18. 2015).
Some participants seemed to have a superiority complex though not in a negative way.
Participant 15 conveyed feelings o f superiority in relation to other fam ily members. The
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participant murmured fragments o f details and stories about fam ily members'
amotivational mentalities and how their culture is compared to those currently living
around the fam ily's home.
An important dialogue started during the group interview session among
Participant 15, Participant 16 and Participant 1. They discussed the differences between
themselves and their parents and siblings. Participant 1 seemed bothered by the fact that
fam ily members have not attempted to go back to school or better themselves.
Participant 16 expressed feelings o f sadness and frustration when visiting certain family
members. Participant 15 was best able to summarize the group's feelings by stating:
We are all different regardless o f sex or race a person can learn i f they wanted
too. I don't understand why someone, especially in our situation, would not work
hard to accomplish more. How can they live with themselves just wanting to be
average or content? I want to win and be the best on the track, in the classroom
and life. I want to be proud o f myself and make others proud (Group interview .
November 20, 2015).
W hile the group and individual participants expressed a number o f different view s on the
roles which parents, siblings and family play in the participants' lives (consciously and
sub-consciously) they were aware that those roles have shaped their views on education.
Participant 15 and 16 attempted to internalize family issues and views on education as
means to continue to grow and develop a successful future self. This process is known as
an independent motivator.
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Fear
Coding o f data revealed interview participants mentioned fear nearly as much as
God and family. According to Merriam-Webster (n.d.) the word fear is defined as an
unpleasant emotion caused by the belief that someone or something is dangerous, likely
to cause pain, or a threat. Research has indicated one's negative perceptions o f ability
may contribute to students poor academic performance (Pajares,& M iller, 1994). The
concept o f fear serves as a motivator for students.
Struggle. Struggle means so much to people. The dictionary defines struggle as
"(1) to move with difficulty or with great effort; (2) to try very hard to do. achieve, or
deal with something that is d ifficu lt or that causes problems" (Merriam-Webster. 2016).
Over the course o f both one-to-one interviews and group interviews participants
mentioned the word struggle in some form or fashion. Participants 1.15. and 11 all
uttered the exact same statement when asked how they manage to maintain their GPA.
balance extracurricular activities, work-based learning and/ internships: "The struggle is
real, the struggle is real." (Group interview, November 17, 2015). Until this stage in the
interview process, I normally laughed when I heard that statement from participants;
however, now 1 have a completely new respect and understanding for the statement and
those participants that express the struggle. Participants are battling physical diseases,
abusive home lives, lack o f basic essentials (food, shelter) and so much more; yet every
day they sit at a desk and engage. Participants speak o f the struggle to maintain a
positive outlook on life and their future. Participant 2 expressed the difficulties at times
to stay focus in the midst o f several assignments and deadlines. Participant said:
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A t times I feel the struggle. 1 mean I 'll have 4-5 AP assignments due at the same
time and homework in some other class all that work would have me feel like
giving up. I know I can do it that's never the problem; 1just don't want to do it so
I don't. Then I check my grade; i f the missing assignment drops my grade - I feel
bad. When my grade drops because o f something I didn't do it I realize the only
person it's affecting is me. Once 1 have the talk with mvself.... I'm ready to do
better and get whenever assignment done for the good o f me and as you say for
the good o f my future self. (Individual interview, November 17, 2015)
Participant 15 commented on the amount o f tests participants have during a semester as a
leading factor that contributes to stress and struggle (Individual interview. November 3.
2015). “ I fear not living up to my potential. Everyday it seems like there's a new struggle.
M y mom tells me the goal is to manage the good and bad at the same tim e." stated
Participant 15 (Group interview, November 20,2015). Participants seemed to believe
struggles in the present built them up for strength in the future. The sense o f struggle
may be an independent or introject regulation behavior, which is an extrinsic motivator

Perception o f Motivation
Students view the actual term motivation in a number o f different ways. Some
view it as a desire or want, while others believed it was the rationale for one's actions.
Either way both groups expressed the belief that they were self-motivated and have
several external motivators in their lives.
Goals. The thought o f achieving or meeting personal goals seems to be a
motivating factor for 17 o f the 21 participants interviewed. Students that have high
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efficacy tend to set goals and work towards achieving said goals. "Participant 20. a 14year-old freshman living with the maternal grandmother since loss o f the fam ily home
but still maintains a 3.7 GPA, spoke about having goals as a means to stay focused. The
goals set by Participant 20 are written down and posted on a vision board. "Having a
vision board allows me to stay focused on what 1 need to do to achieve what 1 want"
(Individual interview, November 20, 2015). Participant 8. a 17-year-old multi-racial
senior from an abusive household with a 3.6 GPA, sets small daily goals as well as large
long-term goals. “ I have small daily goals for myself; it reminds me why I push myself.
M y goals are not for me, they're things to do to help someone else" (Individual interview.
November 13. 2015). Participant 8 serves as a role model for students. Since entering
middle school, Participant 8 has been the victim o f bullying. When the participant's

estranged father was arrested for child molestation, word quickly spread around town.
Participant 8 was already dealing with issues on abandonment and other household
problems; to add another situation almost broke the participant's spirit. However, it is at
that time the participant began Boys & Girls Talk. Boys & Girls Talk is a student
developed and organized group that focuses on helping others as a means to overcome
one's personal situation. "People would stop me in the hall and tell me I inspired them to
keep pushing,'' said Participant 8 (Individual interview, November 17, 2015). When
asked how the participant blocks out student comments. Participant 8 said:
A t that time I knew it was bad for me but I was still here, making good grades
despite the drama and stupid stuff. One day I said I would do something nice for
someone else... I spent the whole day working to build a playground for the
Miracle League. When I got home I was too tired and happy to even think about
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what someone said about me on IG (Instagram) (Individual interview,
November 17, 2015).
Participant 6 confessed during the one-to-one interview a loathing for school. Participant
6 stated, “ I don't really like school. I like some o f my teachers and friends. But my heart
and mind w ill my body to get things done. 1 said a goal and work to met it" (Individual
interview, October 30, 2015). Participant 6 has set short-term goals for this year. The
goals consist o f maintaining a high GPA and developing a student activist group to
promote positive social presence and anti-bullying forums. Participant 6 conveys the
need for goals as a means o f control. The participant is in control and determines
t

whether or not a goal w ill be met. The group interview participants mentioned the
rationale behind setting goals as a means to create a guide to the future. The goals given
provided participants with checkpoints and dates for them to meet or obtain certain
achievements. It also balances a much-needed sense o f structure, balance and control for
participants. Participants spoke o f goals as intrinsic and extrinsic motivators.
Future Self. Setting goals allowed participants to visualize who they wanted to be
in the future. For some their goals serve as a roadmap to their future. Participant 14
referred to his/her future self as an image: “ I can see myself, that car I drive and the
house I want to live in " (Individual interview, November 17, 2015). Participant 11 spoke
about work goals and achievement the participant's future self would accomplish.
Participant 5 was slightly different when speaking o f a future self. Participant 5 spoke
from the perspective o f the legacy that would be left to grandchildren and great
grandchildren: “ When I see or think o f my future self, I can only see my corporation and
non-profits" (Individual interview, November 17. 2015). Participant 5 whispered in the
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softest o f voices. The change in tone was unusual. I asked the participant i f everything
was okay and it was as i f I were talking to the wall. After a few moments. Participant 5
said, "When 1 think about my future 1 am always surprised about how much I w ill
accomplish." (Individual interview, November 17, 2015) There was no hesitation or
voice fluctuation. The participant had integrated regulations and internal regulations to
develop a better future self.
Education
Researchers have recognized that school environment may affect student
achievement. Education's purpose is to nurture children's natural goodness and powers o f
constructive development in order to free them from the possible corruptions o f and by
society (Pinar, 2008). There is a correlation between self-efficacy and numerous positive
student academic behaviors (Bandura & Locke. 2003).
School & Teachers. Participants were very vocal when discussing issues o f
education; learning and factors that contributed or could possible hinder their or other
students' academic achievements. A main theme that emerged from the self-reported
questionnaire results and interview data was the role that teachers held in the process.
Teachers play an important role in developing autonomous students. Research has shown
that teachers vary in their interpersonal styles in teaching and motivating students (Deci.
Schwartz, Sheinman & Ryan, 1981). Participants address the lack o f freedom (autonomy)
teachers had in school. Participant 9 stated, "I would never become a teacher. When I
think about all the meetings and micromanagement; why would I want to live like
that...?" (Individual interview, November 17, 2015) While Participant 11 spoke about
teachers’ lack o f knowledge, "m y teacher doesn't know how to teach the way I learn. She
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wants to talk me to death in Science, but it's fine but in Math." (Individual interview.
November 18, 2015) I asked that participant how the teacher could perform better and
the response was surprising:
M y teacher got a degree and graduated from school but she's young and doesn't
know how to deal with high schoolers. She can show nice PowerPoint. People
talk and she says can everyone please stop talking. They don't respect her. She's
Indian (from India) she may know her stuff but she can't teach." stated Participant
2 (Individual interview, November 18, 2015).
Participant 1 and 4 shared similar concerns about almost anyone in their minds being able
to enter a classroom.
Participants agreed that students' current experiences in education (i.e. teacher,
classroom environment) affected how students view school. Participant 3 voiced, " A bad
teacher is a reason not to go to class. I f I was a different person maybe I probably would
not be a good student" (Group interview, November 20, 2015). "It's not all about the
teachers, i f a student doesn't want to do work or learn a good teacher could change it or
not," conveyed Participant 14 (Group interview, November 20. 2015). Participant 18
addressed the need for universities to educate teachers properly so when they become
teachers they are able to teach the students in the classroom. Participant stressed. "You
can watch them but not like a hawk. There's several activities we use(d) to do but now
we can't because o f learning blocks, testing and other political nonsense" (Individual
interview. November 30, 2015). When a participant within the group interview
mentioned a school improving its graduation scores simply by hiring and keeping good
qualified teachers, everyone in the group clapped and expressed their agreement with the
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statement. Participant 14 spoke about a sophomore sibling who was amotivated and
contemplating dropping out o f school.
M y sister is smart. She just doesn't realize the damage she doing to herself. She
thinks school is a waste o f time because her teachers don't really care about her.
She’s not SPED (special education) but has d ifficu lty with math and remembering
a lot o f information at one time. She complains about constantly taking common
assessments, benchmarks, teacher tests and not learning anything, expressed
Participant 14. (Individual interview, November 20, 2015)
Quite annoyed Participant 14 spoke about the discouraging behavior and attitudes o f
school and teachers. Participant 12 voiced dissatisfaction for the attitudes o f teachers in
regard to high achieving students.
They don’t teach us, they simple give us work, test and tell us not to ask unrelated
questions. They use us, our test scores, to improve school ranks. I f I was SpEd. I
would get smaller classes, and additional class materials. Yet. all I hear is how
we’ re the future leaders but they, county office, don't put money to me." states
Participant 12 (Individual interview, November 13. 2015).
"M y teacher went to school for teaching, she should know what and how to teach me. 1
can't believe it's like this in Europe or other countries" Participant 6 stated in interview
(Individual interview, October 30, 2015). Schools are supposed to offer students an
opportunity to learn in an engaging and supportive environment. Teachers play an
important role in developing autonomous students. Research has shown that teachers
vary in their interpersonal styles in teaching and motivating students (Deci et al. 1981).
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Grades. Participants addressed the need to move education into the 21st century.
As the interview notes were analyzed, the last subheading was unearthed. Previous
research found that intrinsic motivation positively correlated with students’ grades,
standardized test scores, and GPA (Lepper, Corpus, & Ivengar. 2005). Participants
voiced concerns over society's emphasis on test scores as a measurement o f learning or
students' success. Participant 2 was the first one to publicly talk about grades and
grading. Participant spoke about the teacher overinflating student grades in order to
increase their pass/fail scores or prevent being reprimanded by the principal for failing
too many students. Participants voiced concern over the government's constant
curriculum changes and unfair grading practices. Participant 12 informed me o f the
grading injustice that occurs when classified as high achieving. Participant stated:
I hate grades. There's no set scale o f grading when I was upstate a 65 was a D and
here a 70 i f a C and 65 F. I never had to worry about failing but why do bad
students get help? When I tell a teacher I want to get an A. they always look at me
crazy or say don't worry yo u 'll pass. (Individual interview. November 13. 2015)
During the focus group interview participants spoke about teacher saying your grades
w ill be fine and focusing on the low performing students. Participant 7 passionately
addressed the need to remove grades i f schools or teachers truly wanted to increase
student achievement and motivation. Grades tend to spark heated debates regardless o f
those involved in the conversation. Education reformers and political figures use grades
as a means to lobby for educational changes, especially when discussing global issues.
The county, which this study was conducted continually, verbalizes it usage o f data to
driven school system decisions. Students and teachers sit in meetings and classroom
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discussions aimed at increasing test scores in the name o f being globally competitive.
During the group interview sessions participants discuss among themselves the
partnerships between textbooks, testing and school budgets. Several see a correlation
between the curriculum changes. Race to the Top and testing.
Over the past few summers several participants have traveled to international
countries, which allowed them to learn and tour a variety o f school systems. Participant
13 traveled to Costa Rica and toured secondary schools. Participant 13 commented on
the lack o f testing (formal mandated assessments) the students in Central America are
given. Participant 8 recalled a tour o f schools in Beijing, China during the group session.
The group discussed whether or not grades are a true measurement o f learning. By the
time I was able to ask a question regarding how the participant felt students are treated in
school, the Participant 7 said “ Mrs. James, we are more than a number so don't even ask
i f that's how we see ourselves. Numbers are how school people see us" (Group interview.
November 20, 2015).

Summary
This chapter is the summation o f data results from survey, one-to-one interviews
and the group interview. Study revealed participants perceptions on motivators such as
homework, classwork and school culture. Participants expressed a need for change in the
public school system to improve student learning and engagement. The issues addressed
w ill be further discussed in Chapter 5.

CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION
In Chapter 5 , 1 discuss study results, limitations concerning factors that influence
student motivation, efficacy and recommendations for future research studies. Research
(Eccles & W igfield, 2002) has demonstrated a link between student motivation and
school factors, such as achievement and school outcomes. The focus o f this study was to
unearth the motivators o f low-income high achieving students that contribute to their
academic achievements and self-efficacy or determination. Both self-determination
theory and self-efficacy theory provided a structure and a rationale for this study. The
results o f the self-report questionnaires suggested that participants attributed their w ill to
achieve to intrinsic motivators such as God, self-efficacy, and ability while only some o f
the participants attributed their academic achievement to extrinsic factors such as family
and future plans.
The research data gained from this study suggests a relationship exists between
self-determination and the quality o f life. Previous research has shown that students who
were more intrinsically motivated had higher GPAs (Lepper et al. 2005), higher
standardized tests scores (Lepper et al. 2005), higher engagement (Crumpton and
Gregory 2011), better study habits (Harackiewicz. Barron, & Elliot, 1998). he ability to
exercise forethought in planning (Pajares & Usher, 1994) as well as more excitement for
academics and educational goals (Simons et al. 2004). Participants in this stud)
demonstrated behaviors affiliated with self-determination theory as well as beliefs akin to
99
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self-efficacy theory. The results o f this study address the perception o f a small group
subgroup o f low-income students not often studied. With an ever-growing global
population, research must be conducted to assess low-income students' motivational
factors. This demographic needs additional research, and despite limitations, including
small sample size and the reliance on self-reporting questionnaires, the study provides
information for the future support o f high achieving low-income students regarding their
self-determination and academic decision making.
The data show school can be the one factor in society that can impact a child's
future more than family, money or any other external factor. The environment created by
schools should be engaging, motivating and supporting to students. Self-determination
theory links motivation as a factor that influences whether a student w ill graduate or drop
out o f school (Rumberger. 1987). It is my opinion that the United States is known for
several great feats but providing the best free education to its citizens is not one o f its
strongest traits. Approximately one fifth o f students w ill drop out o f high school (Stark
& McFarland, 2015). Interview results show that students participating in this study
believe the United States is focused on test scores and data instead o f focusing on
learning. I f policy makers and educational leaders in the United States are truly
interested in improving its educational system and policies, it must review the practices
o f its competitors. Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (T IM M S ) and
Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) measure achievement. The
most recent assessment was completed in 2011. Countries identified as top performing
on the TIMSS 4th and 8th grade were Singapore, Korea, Hong Kong SAR. Chinese Taipei,
and Japan (M ullis. Martin, Foy, & Arora, 2012). While the participants in this study
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were o f high school age, they believed the education offered while in middle school was
subpar in comparison to other countries.
Top performers on the P1RLS were Hong Kong SAR. Russian Federation.
Finland, and Singapore (M ullis et al, 2012). The United States was not ranked in the top
one percent o f high performing countries; however, it was considered to have high
average achievement and ranked among the top ten on both assessments (International
Study Center, 2011). An overview o f results from PISA (2006) confirms United States*
students are falling behind and continue to be outperformed by students from other
countries. Researchers have recognized that school environment may affect student
achievement. Public school environments can vary greatly depending on location,
population size and funding. TIMSS routinely records students* economic home
backgrounds and home language (M ullis et al, 2012) and uses the data to gauge a
student's level o f achievement. Students interviewed in this study felt as though being
measured solely by a test score without consideration o f their backgrounds, motivation
and or goals. O f the countries measured by TIMSS, the schools that emphasized
academic success by developing rigorous curricular and academic goals had effective
teachers as well as had the students with the highest mathematics achievement (M u llis et
al. 2012). One participant in the study felt the reason the United States fails to excel is
largely due to an ever-changing curriculum. Students spoke about mathematics courses
changing every three to four years while other countries have developed consistent
curriculums. The constant change in curriculum and lack o f consistent academic
standards restricts an instructor's ability to teach effectively. TIMSS data should be a
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part o f the educational conversation in the United States. Research study participants
reference the need to decrease the number of, in their opinion, irrelevant repeated testing.
Countries seeking ways to improve use data compiled by The Organization for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), a forum in which governments can
work collaboratively, share experiences and seek solutions to common problems (2015).
The mission o f OECD is to promote policies aimed at improving the economic and social
wellbeing o f people around the world. A country develops social wellbeing by meeting
the basic needs o f its citizens allowing them to coexist in communities with opportunities
for advancement. There are three countries that are both members o f the OECD and top
performers on the TIM M S and PIRLS: Finland, Japan, and Korea. Due to differences in
the government and societal structure, it is d ifficu lt to make certain comparisons between
countries. However, one measurement used by the OECD is percentage o f Gross
Domestic Product (GDP), which can be used for countries comparisons. The average for
all OECD countries was 21.9%. Two countries ranked higher than the average, Finland
30.3% and Japan 30%, while Korea, 9.3%, and the United States. 19.8%. ranked lower
than the average. OECD data shows how the United States fails to use it resources
wisely, to ensure equity and equality in schools. Sahlberg (personal communication.
October 29, 2014) states, “ People may ask who cares about PISA? The test may not be
100% valid but with PISA and the OECD, we would not be talking about equality and
equity in education. We cannot live in isolation o f others."
Study participants attribute students' lack o f motivation to the United States
public school system's policies and curriculum. Several participants insinuated that
policy inconsistences could be contributing factor for students' to exhibit lower
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motivational levels. In order to begin addressing the issues facing the public school
system policies and student motivational levels, it is important to develop an
understanding o f other countries that have a low dropout rate and high graduation rate. A
few countries that currently outrank the United States tend to attempt to develop
programs for social justice and equity for all citizens. By understanding why those
countries have a low dropout rate and analyzing “ what works." the United States maybe
better equipped to develop strategies aimed at improving students' learning, retention and
academic success.
Finland is comparable to individual states (i.e. population size) w ithin the United
States. The Finnish system focuses on improving the programs being taught, lim iting
testing, and emphasizing responsibility and trust verses accountability and fear. Its
system seeks to improve the education system for all students in order to produce
productive citizens. Whereas study participants felt that the educational system in the
United States focuses upon raw test scores and the memorization o f facts as opposed to
learning the content. Finland also made the decision to relinquish control o f school
systems back to local education professionals and leadership. However, study
participants strongly disagree with the manner in which the United States government
implements academic standards, which is often, handled by political leaders who have
never actually been employed as teachers nor are aware o f the intricate details o f
curriculum and how a classroom should function. H irvi, Finnish National Board o f
Education (FNBE) stated, “ We are creating a new culture o f education and there is no
way back" (Salhberg, 2011, p. 2). Students in this study agreed in order to improve the
school, classroom and student perspective are issues that must be discussed as a
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community; between the teachers, the policymakers, and other stakeholders. The public
school system w ill not function effectively and on a globally competitive scale, it one
item is missing. Results from study interviews showed a lack o f academic and emotional
support felt by participants. In this study the participants did not feel supported by
administration or teachers.
Pasi Sahlberg (personal communication, October 29, 2014) states. "Finland's
social change included the concept o f developing an equal educational opportunity for all
citizens". Sahlberg referenced Finland’s commitment to the connection between school
and society. Finland cultivated a system based on social justice, early intervention
(especially for special needs students), and strong collaboration among public sector units
like health and social services. Research participants in my study seem to crave an
educational environment similar to Finland; they want less repetitive testing schedules,
more one-on-one time with their instructors, and for "the classroom to belong to the
teacher" (Pasi Sahlberg, personal communication, February 10. 2014). Several
participants in this study commented on lack o f equality and equity in public school.
They addressed a need for schools to implement and be held accountable for students'
social well-being.
The Finnish system has developed a level o f "trust" that is not found in the United
States. In Finland, both teachers and students share a level o f "trust” allowing for unique
schedules and educational practices that allow for individual growth, development, and
support. The system allows freedom to develop a curriculum that is organic and flexible.
Contrastingly, those involved in this study expressed concern over the lack o f "trust"
between the United States education policy makers and teachers. Study participants were
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disheartened by the lim its to "what"" and "how " instructors are permitted to teach in the
United States. Consequently, they felt those types o f restrictions impede indiv idual
student growth through the influx o f varying curriculum and teacher know ledge. Finnish
schools are able to modify the curriculum, teachers can select which books are used in the
classroom, and students can select the courses. Finnish students are able to select the
courses and times they would like to take them, similar to the university system in the
United States. Students in the study verbalized the need for differentiation in the
classroom and with courses. Curriculum was labeled as one o f the contributing factors to
insufficient improvement school improvement and the demotivation o f students
according to those students in the study. Those same students alluded to other
contributing factors: the lack o f interdisciplinary learning and an influx o f bad teachers.
Chenoweth (2009) contends that students benefit from the broader knowledge o f a
school's faculty, but when they sit isolated students are dependent only on the expertise
and skills o f one individual teacher. The FNBE (2014) outlines the national core
curriculum courses with clear objectives and core contents o f subjects, describes the
mission, values, and structure o f education which including the principles o f assessment,
special-needs education, student welfare and educational guidance. Study participants
contend that their teachers work in isolation from other teachers and even the outside
world. They spoke about schools pushing college and career readiness as propaganda for
the community versus what really occurs in the classroom. Over the several weeks
during which interviews were conducted, people often stopped me in the halls to speak
about other issues facing teachers. I recall one teacher discussion with a colleague: he
could recall his best teacher. According to him the best teacher when going though
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school was a vocational teacher. The teacher was mean and strict in his words, yet the
best teacher he ever had over the years. Teachers have been shown to influence students'
school-related motivation, emotion, and performance (Deci & Ryan. 2002). Teaching
better understanding o f the psychology behind motivation and attention and how to
utilize this knowledge in the classroom w ill increase a teacher's ability to engage all
students in learning (Greer, 2016). Study participants expressed the need for teachers to
engage and support their academic goals and life goals, which promotes the growth o f
their individual efficacy. It is imperative that teachers understand how to support the
development o f self-efficacy in students (Greer, 2016). One way to cultivate student
growth is to establish high expectations and rigorous lessons for students with
individualized goals aimed at increasing their learning.
A study participant expressed concern regarding the frequent changings in
curriculum and its effect on student learning. He criticized education policymakers
making hasty curriculum changes without allowing time to properly evaluate it. One
student in this study was noticeably irritated when speaking about having taken a newly
implemented mathematics course every year. Mathematics was the subject o f contention
for many students. Several felt the implementation o f new mathematics was a disgrace to
education. An overwhelming consensus o f students felt it was absurd to notify teachers
o f the new curriculum at the start o f each year while expecting them to teach it with
fidelity. The fluency o f changes in the United States may impact students' motivation
and engagement levels. The Finnish curriculum model emphasizes the importance o f
learning through engagement, creativity, mastery, and problem-solving skills (Tucker.
2012). Incorporating those elements into United States curricula and classrooms would
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change the dynamics o f American education. The format o f curriculum does not lim it
itself to simply outlining course objectives; it also describes the conceptions o f learning
and goals for developing the learning environment, school culture, and working methods.
While the United States does not have a mandated national curriculum like Finland, the
development and implementation o f Common Core Standards and Pearson s curriculum
resources could be perceive it to be a curriculum. This study's participants addressed the
development o f Common Core and the link to Pearson. While conducting this study,
several participants referenced the link between educational policies and textbook
companies. A study participant eluted to the lack o f input from teachers when school
systems make curriculum decisions. Finnish curriculum allows for a national framework
while allowing teachers to develop their own pedagogical practices when implementing
instruction. The Finnish national curriculum has clear and defined learning objectives
without restricting teachers or lim iting student knowledge. Teachers are allowed to
modify the curriculum as they wish for the good o f the students in their classes. During
this study participants disclosed the number o f times they have heard a teacher say an
activity could not be done because it was not in the standards, county-issued pacing guide
or curriculum even though it would enhance learning. Teaching strategies that cultivate
the development o f children's autonomy, self-efficacy, and social interaction can
stimulate a student's motivation for learning, which spawns deeper learning and
constructs a strong foundation for life-long learning that is necessary for today's students
(Greer, 2016). As discussed in chapter 4, participants stressed the importance o f learning
and the current educational system in the United States only serves as a demotivator for
those students that need to be extrinsically motivated.
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Finland, Japan and Korea are dissimilar to the education system implemented in
the United States. President Obama released a 'blueprint' that outlined proposed features
o f a reauthorization o f No Child Left Behind (NCLB) (Klein & M cNeil. 2010). He
signed into law the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act o f 2009 (AR RA). with the
goal to stimulate the economy through a number o f different ways, which included
investments in education. The AR RA was charged with developing a foundation for
education reform by supporting investments in innovative strategies hoping to improve
students' progress and increase schools and school systems productivity and effectiveness
(US DOE, 2009). Fifteen o f the study's participants alleged the United States' biggest
issue is poor money management. They expressed concern about textbook companies
and a conflict o f interest when dealing with school systems, teacher evaluations, testing,
and federal curricula. One study participant commented on teacher wages, education
budget cuts and increased testing fees.
Race to the Top (RTT) is a $4.35 billion United States Department o f Education
program created to boost student motivation, innovation and assist with district and state
education reforms (US DOE, 2010). Individual states are awarded points for meeting
certain educational policies, such as performance-based standards, complying with
Common Core standards, launching charter schools, closing achievement gaps,
improving high school graduation rates, and ensuring student are college or career ready
(GA DOE, 2012). Study participants stressed during the interviews the unrealistic
expectations o f education policy makers.
A study participant expressed amazement when discussing former President
Bush's expectation o f 100% students passing on state mandated tests. Another
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participate declared the assumption o f 100% o f students passing a test was unrealistic.
Another student participant addressed the assembly line mentality o f education. The
aforementioned student spoke about RTTP as a race; only the well coached would win
and even then you cannot have 100% win the race. Group interview participants
postulate the factor that all students may not want to attend college graduate or even go to
school. A study participant stated "the world was not designed to be full o f
doppelgangers” (Group interview, Nov. 20, 2015). Student participants strived for
individuality and not carbon copies. A bevy o f student participants pleaded for
differentiation demanding everyone has unique needs, wants and goals w ithin gifted
classes. Interview analysis shows students believe policy makers merely focus on a
school's test score versus looking at the school in its entirety. High achieving students,
regardless o f socioeconomic level, arrive at school and face life with a high level o f
efficacy. I f education in the United States is going to develop productive citizens for the
next century, it must listen to students. In this study, participants express the need for
teachers to have the freedom to teach.
The current system forces teachers to focus on relevant testing know ledge and test
taking skills, while failing to cover conceptual knowledge or facilitating connections
between content and the real world experiences, resulting in a curriculum that is a 'm ile
wide and an inch deep' (NCES, 2007). This practice breeds a generation o f students o f
excellent test takers who lack the knowledge and critical thinking skills to be successful
in the 21st Century. One student interviewed remarked about the schools' testing culture.
Grades are not viewed as measurements o f learning or motivation to those participants
interviewed. They declare grades are not an indicator o f their achievement but a tool for
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others to measure them by. Participants conveyed the need to view students as a whole
being versus a number. Regardless o f backgrounds, fam ily status, or test score their
personal efficacy was the only determining factor to measure success. However, those
elements did play a role in their motivation levels.
In the midst o f all the policies and Acts enacted by the federal government o f
United States, student performance has not increased significantly. Students should be
the primary goal o f any piece o f legislation written, not only in words but also intent and
actions. NCLB, RTTP and College and Career Ready Performance Index (CCRPI) all
provide a rough blueprint to states and schools o f what possibly can work, however they
all need many reforms in order to truly be 100% effective.
The National Science Board (NSB) Report (2010) confirms many o f America's
high achieving and gifted students are not prepared or lack the training needed to be
successful thus, fail to reach their fu ll potential. This represents a loss for both the
individual and society. Failing to meet the needs o f gifted and high-achieving students
hinders their ability to compete in a competitive global economy. When students are not
motivated or are unengaged in class, it contributes to a reduction in learning. The NSB
(2010) executive summary states "The vital goal o f raising the general performance....
focus on raising the ceiling o f achievement for our Nation's most talented and motivated
students" (p. 1). For several years the NSB (2010) has continued to advise that states
develop consistent and appropriate policies on differentiated instruction, rigorous
curriculum, coursework acceleration options, and enrichment programs, as well as
support rigorous, research-based preparation for teachers. There is no silver bullet that
w ill miraculously improve student achievement (Ravitch. 2010). The curriculum and

educational policies should foster students' talents and interests while motivating them to
be engaged, spark intellectual curiosity, and develop creative problem solving skills,
which are essential skills for future success.
Education is not a single faceted organization. Curriculum, teachers, grades and
students are interdependent. Each element should foster student learning. Learning
cannot be truly assessed by a test; test scores are not an exact measure o f students'
knowledge o f skills (Ravitch, 2010), especially since students' scores can be invalid i f
they were taught to take the test rather than understanding a concept. Alternative means
o f evaluation and assessing students' knowledge is critical to developing tomorrow's
thinkers and leaders. Students must be able to connect concepts, comprehend and
disseminate information. Good education cannot be achieved by a strategy o f testing
(Ravitch, 2010). Our schools w ill not improve when society fails to understand the
pedagogical aspects o f learning, while only valuing the test score and ignoring other areas
o f study that are essential to a good education (Ravitch, 2010). High achieving students
regardless o f their socio-economic background are not wired to simply master all tasks.
They must be taught, engaged and motivated to master a task or learn a new skill. Even
high achieving students with high efficacy can discouraged the wrong environment.
The children in this study want to grow up and become successful, whatever that
means to them. For these students success is not based solely on a job: it is based on the
quality o f life they are able to offer their families. They seek education and knowledge as
means to have options and or decisions. Learning for the 21 st Century learner w ill occur
when teachers are free to implement ideologies that support student development and not
society’ s whims. Teachers should be allowed to create valid methods o f evaluating a

student's ability and determine i f he/she has mastered the academic courses and 21st
century skills in order to be successful in education, the workplace and life. The current
educational system is not preparing all students for the fast paced workforce, citizenship
opportunities, and demands o f the 21st century (Bellanca, 2010). Students need a
different set o f skill to be successful; the 21st century requires skills that support
innovation, creativity, problem solving and critical thinking abilities. While the students
in this study possess high efficacy, efficacy alone is not a true predictor o f future success.
Several participants spoke about discouraging school environments, constant testing,
curriculum changes and other issues facing education. When asked how schools can
improve, study participants verbalized the number one answers involved the designing a
new real world type o f curriculum focused on innovation, exploration and personal
growth similar to Finland’ s curriculum model. Participants insinuate that implementation
o f new technology (i.e. social media) a change in teaching practices (i.e. provide freedom
to structure individual real-world lessons versus scripted common lessons) and a national
grading scale may motivate amotivated students to remain in high school.
Motivation, intrinsic or extrinsic, and efficacy are key elements in overcoming
negative situations in life. Participants attribute their success, despite fam ily background
- bom to drug addicted parents who have no car. house or funds to call their own - to
their innate desire to achievement and accomplish goals. Participants who have been in
low-income housing, abusive and other negative environments speak o f drive, efficacy
and a teacher that served as a role model and advocate as reasons for their resilience or
success. In 1975. Harold M elvin and the Blue Notes sang Wake Everybody, which spoke
to the ills o f the world and education. Teddy Pendergrass sung.

Wake up all the teachers. Time to teach a new way. Maybe then they'll listen.
To what you have to say cause they're the ones who's coming up. When the
world is in their hand; when you teach the children. Teach them the very best
you can; the world won't get no better. I f we just let it be.... Teach a new way.
Wake up everybody. No more backward thinking time for thinking ahead
(Whitehead. McFadden, Carstarphen, 1975. track A l ).
In 1976, song lyrics articulated the changes necessary in curriculum and educational
policies to improve the lives o f students and society. Nearly 40 years later, those words
still resonate to the goals o f this study. The same lyrics remain relevant today. Education
is not simply about the betterment o f an individual person but the betterment o f all
individuals for the good and future o f society. The nation's economy depends on skilled
labor to continue to grow and develop new innovations. Society and education leaders
most reevaluate the goals and purpose o f the modem day public school. B ill Gates has
reiterated the need for educational reform and new innovations in learning due to the
shortage o f companies finding enough qualified employees with the skills, training and
education to meet their companies' needs (Lorenzetti 2015). I rarely agree with Gates'
stance on education, however, it is extremely important for society to address amotivation
in students and the dropout rate in schools. The United States w ill only prosper with an
educated workforce helping its economy grow and stay competitive.
Limitations
The major limitation o f this study is largely based on the small sample size. This
study contributes to the body o f literature investigating the motivators o f students. As a
qualitative research study that featured semi-structured one-to-one and group interviews.
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there are fundamental limitations that exist. Interview data limitations include the
possibility o f the impact o f the emotional state o f the interviewee at the time o f the
interview, errors associated with self-reporting, and a self-serv ing bias or recall error
(Patton, 2002).
Although the goal o f this study was to add to the literature regarding motivation
o f high achieving low-income population, issues due to the topics related to the study and
size o f the sample. Future research study should be conducted with a larger sample
population from several programs. Another possible limitation to this study was method
o f data collection. Based on the parameters o f this study, another potential limitation
may be the comfort ability o f student to express themselves. The fact that the students
are enrolled in the program for 4 years may have impacted their level o f comfort in being
completely candid. In addition, the student - researcher relationship may have also
impacted their response.
School administrators and other educators must continually review research
related to students' self-efficacy, motivation and self-determination in order to create an
educational system that is globally competitive. There are several factors that were
discovered as a result o f this study that warrant additional research, specifically, students'
perception on the modern school system (i.e. grades, curriculum and teacher training).
According to student responses, one possible way to promote learning and motivate
students may begin in examining teacher training and management.
The use o f SDT discovered a need for teachers to have a sense autonomy and
administrative support. Students viewed teachers as the bearers o f information. Teachers
who teach and motivate by identifying and supporting students' interests (Deci. et.al.

1991) play a role in students developing extrinsic behaviors. Curriculum and teaching
play a role in students developing self-efficacy. A Strategy for American Innovation
Article from The Executive Office o f the President (2010) states.
In our increasingly interconnected and globally competitive world economy,
unleashing innovation is an essential component o f a comprehensive economic
strategy. As global competition erodes the return to traditional practices, the key
to developing more jobs and more prosperity w ill be to create and deploy new
products and processes, (p. 4)
The school district in which the study was conducted claims to use research-based
strategies to assist with the development o f curriculum and curriculum maps. In order to
develop a globally competitive society, a country must review and assess working
strategies.
Recommendations for Future Research
This study addressed a gap in the existing research regarding high achieving lowincome students' efficacy. Students with higher self-determination demonstrate a high
self-efficacy and positive behaviors that lead to high academic achievements. Study
results outlined in chapter four discussed “ belief in God and faith" as a motivator for lowincome high achieving students. I was unable to find previous research studies focused
on self-efficacy, determination and God. The lack o f research was unexpected given that
beliefs are often cited in theories o f motivation and efficacy. Students' motivational
beliefs are often associated with positive and/ negative behaviors (Bandura. 1997).
There is a need for additional data that address the constructs herein o f student
perceptions in comparison to teachers and further assess students' perception on
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education. The relationship teachers play in connection to high achieving low-income
students should also be studied. Too often students do not feel a like the teacher is vested
in his/her personal growth and development versus the issues and situations in the school.
Students are aware o f the hostile work environment, which teachers attempt to
disseminate information and knowledge. It would allow for an interesting study i f one
could examine the motivators o f a teacher in a hostile work environment yielding high
performing low-income students. The only reason this study is suggested is due to the
comments o f students expressing concern over the role o f teachers and the impact o f
students. The final potential study is the effect o f teachers, whom grew up in a lowincome fam ily that was high achieving, on low-income high achieving students. Are
teachers with similar backgrounds able to engage and motivate students more than other
high-achieving teachers?
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APPENDIX A
STUDENT SURVEY
The Self-Regulation Questionnaires Academic Self-Regulation Questionnaire
(SRQ-A)

S ID :_____________

A g e :__________

Grade:

( ) Boy or Girl ( )

A. Why do I do my homework?
1. Because I want the teacher to think I'm a good student.
Very true

Sort o f true

Not very true

Not at all true

Sort o f true

Not very true

Not at all true

Sort o f true

Not very true

Not at all true

2. Because I 'll get in trouble i f I don’t.
Very true
3. Because it's fun.
Very true

4. Because I w ill feel bad about myself i f I don't do it.
Very true

Sort o f true

Not very true

Not at all true

Not very true

Not at all true

Not very true

Not at all true!

Not very true

Not at all true

5. Because I want to understand the subject.
Very true

Sort o f true

6. Because that’s what I'm supposed to do.
Very true

Sort o f true

7. Because I enjoy doing my homework.
Very true

Sort o f true

8. Because it ’ s important to me to do my homework.

Very true

Sort o f true

Not very true

Not at all true

Not very true

Not at all true

B. Why do I work on my classwork?
9. So that the teacher w on't yell at me.
Very true

Sort o f true

10. Because I want the teacher to think I'm a good student.
Very true

Sort o f true

Not very true

Not at all true

Not very true

Not at all true

11. Because I want to learn new things.
Very true

Sort o f true

12. Because I ’ ll be ashamed o f myself i f it didn't get it done.
Very true

Sort o f true

Not very true

Not at all true

Sort o f true

Not very true

Not at all true

Not very true

Not at all true

Not very true

Not at all true

13. Because it's fun.
Very true

14. Because that's the rule.
Very true

Sort o f true

15. Because I enjoy doing my classwork.
Very true

Sort o f true

16. Because it's important to me to work on my classwork.
Very true

Sort o f true

Not very true

Not at all true

C. Why do I try to answer hard questions in class?
17. Because I want the other students to think I'm smart.
Very true

Sort o f true

Not very true

Not at all true

18. Because I feel ashamed o f m yself when I don't try.
Very true

Sort o f true

Not very true

Not at all true
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19. Because I enjoy answering hard questions.
Very true

Sort o f true

Not very true

Not at all true

Not very true

Not at all true

Not very true

Not at all true

Not very true

Not at all true

20. Because that's what I'm supposed to do.
Very true

Sort o f true

21. To find out i f I'm right or wrong.
Very true

Sort o f true

22. Because it's fun to answer hard questions.
Very true

Sort o f true

23. Because it's important to me to try to answer hard questions in class.
Very true

Sort o f true

Not very true

Not at all true

24. Because I want the teacher to say nice things about me.
Very true

Sort o f true

Not very true

Not at all true

Not very true

Not at all true

D. Why do I try to do well in school?
25. Because that's what I'm supposed to do.
Very true

Sort o f true

26. So my teachers w ill think I'm a good student
Very true

Sort o f true

Not very true

Not at all true

Not very true

Not at all true

27. Because I enjoy doing my school work well.
Very true

Sort o f true

28. Because I w ill get in trouble i f I don't do well.
Very true

Sort o f true

Not very true

Not at all true

29. Because I 'll feel really bad about myself i f I don't do well.
Very true

Sort o f true

Not very true

Not at all true
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30. Because it's important to me to try to do well in school.
Very true

Sort o f true

Not very true

Not at all true

31. Because I w ill feel really proud o f m yself i f 1 do well.
Very true

Sort o f true

Not very true

Not at all true

Not very true

Not at all true

32. Because I might get a reward i f I do well.
Very true

Sort o f true
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APPENDIX B
IN D IV ID U A L INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
Introductory Questions
Question 1: Are you a good student?
Question 2: What is your placement in your family?
Question 3: Do you consider yourself to at-risk for failure?________________________
Questions on Motivation
Question 4: What does motivation mean to you?
Question 5: Do you consider yourself to be self-motivated?
Question 6: What roles do parent involvement, fam ily background, and culture play in
your motivation?___________________________________________________________
Questions on Schooling
Question 7: On your questionnaire you indicated that you chose to complete homework
because . . . can explain why you select those answers?
Question 8: Tell me more about. . . [insert specific reasons sequentially]
Question 9: On your questionnaire you indicated you completed classwork assignments
because o f ... can explain why you select those answers.
Question 10: Did either o f your parents attend college? Graduate from college? What do
you think about that?
Question 11: Can schools motivate students? I f yes, please explain.
Question 12: What are the biggest factors affecting students motivation in your opinion?
Question 13: Can schools do to motivate you and students? How?__________________ _
Questions on School Culture and Grades
Question 14: Do you think your school is safe?
Question 15: Do you believe in getting good grades is important?
Question 16: What motivates you to get grades? Why you think your GPA is what it is?
Questions on Rigor
Question 17: Why did you apply for the Academy?
Question 18: Do you enjoy homework?
Questions on Perception
Question 19: What motivates you to excel in school?
Question 20: What area(s) do you excel in? What motivates you to excel in those areas?
Questions on Future Plans
Question 21: Why do you want to attend college?
Question 22: Have you begun to set life goals?
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APPENDIX C
IN IT IA L FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEW PROTOCAL
1. What does motivation mean to you?
2. Do you consider yourself to be self-motivated?
3. What roles do parent involvement, family background, and culture play in your
motivation?
4. What do you think about education?
5. What are the issues facing school and education?
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APPENDIX E
ONLINE INFORMED ASSENT LETTER

Tift College o f Education
On-Uoe Informed Assent
Title o f Research: 1 Will What 1 Want: Self efficacy beliefs. S elf determination and Academic
Success
Investigator Name: Kia James
You are invited to participate in an online survey for a research study conducted through Mercer
University. Mercer University's IRB requires investigators to provide informed consent to the
research participants. Before you give your consent to volunteer, it is important that you read the
following information and ask as many questions as necessary to be sure you understand what
you will he asked to do
The purpose o f this study is to determine students' perceptions o f how they perceive their
academic success in terms o f self-cfficacy beliefs through online surveys, obscrv aticn>. and
interviews. This data will then be analyzed for themes that could prove useful in regards to
curriculum development and students’ motivation levels.
I f s ou agree to participate

If you volunteer to participate in this study, you will take part in an interview where you will be
asked about your beliefs, motivational level and academic experiences. Your participation will
take approximately one hour o f your time.
Potential Risks or Discomforts
There arc no foreseeable risks associated with this study Participants might le d uncomfortable
discussing some aspects o f the schooling experience. If interview questions cause you discomfort
you may choose not to answer. The interview will be discontinued either temporarily or
KSnoajjeate Upon your request
Potential Benefits o f the Research
The benefits o f participation in the research may not directly assist you. however, it is our hone
that information gathered as a pan o f this study will help me understand the factor that contribute
to students' levels of motivation and assist with possible implications for policy change in the
United States. There will be no costs for participating.
Confidentiality and Data Storage
All information obtained will be held in strict confidentiality and will only be released with your
permission. Audiotapes will be transcribed and reviewed by the researchers for key words and
themes. All data will be password protected and stored on a secure server Your name and email
address will be kept during the data collection phase in order to enable a fo llo w up inters iew .?
needed. A limited number o f research team members will have access to the data during data
collection. The results o f this study may be published but your information such as your name
and other demographic information will not be revealed.
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Participation and Withdrawal
Your decision to participate or decline participation in fc s study is. voluntary You may decline
to answer any question and you have the right to withdrew from participation at any time
Withdrawal will not affect your relationship with Mercer University in anyway If you do not
want to participate, click on the “stop survey'' arrow or close the browser wuidow
Questions about the Research
This project has been reviewed and approved by Mercer University's IRB. If you believe there
is any infringement upon your rights as a research subject, you may contact the 1RB Chatr. a:
(4 7 8 ) 3 0 1 -4 1 0 1 .

Contact information
I f you have any questions about the study contact the investigator K ia Jxr.es a: “ lK .h "U J 7 I(. o r - c ik : an em u
to n.t«.i.t.ijincs.i.' Ilve.m crccr.edu.
Mercer I. nivers:tv's Institutional Review Board (IR B ) reviewed study #(111510278) and approved ’ v- r 1 5 -

Oct-201S|.

If you agree to participate in the research study, click on the following link [CHOOSE ONE
HTTP:,/LINK TO STUDY URL OR CLICK ON THE START ARROW OF THE
SURVEY].
Thank you in advance for your time and participation!
Do not forward this e-mail to others.

(Date: 11* 15/201}
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APPENDIX F
IRB APPROVAL LETTER

15-00-2015
Dr. Joseph R. Jones
Tift College of Education
Tift College of Education
1400 Coleman Avenue
Macon, GA 31207-0001
RE: I Will What I Want. A Study of Students' Perspectives Self-Efficacy Beliefs, Self-Determination As It Related to Academic Achievement

(H1510278)
Dear Dr. Jones:
Your application entitled: I Will What I Want. A Study of Students' Perspectives Self-Efficacy Beliefs, Self -Determination As n Related to Academe
Achievement (HIS10278) was reviewed by this Institutional Review Board for Human Subjects Research m accordance with Federal Regulations 2)
C.FR56.1 lOfbl and 4SCFR 46.110(b) (for expedited review) and was approved under Category 6, 7 per 63j _R60364.
Your application was approved for one year of study on lS-Oct-2015. The protocol expires 14 Oct 2016 If the study continues beyond one year, it
must be re-evaluated by the IRB Committee.
Item(s) Approved:

New study with the use of online surveys and audio/video recordings
Please complete the survey for the IRB and the Office of Research Compliance. To access the survey dick on the following
link: https //www Surveymonkey - onvs/K /'( 11HR
Respectfully.

Ava Chambliss-Richardson, M ED, CIP, CIM
Member
Intuitional Review Board
Mercer University IRB & Office of Research Compliance
Phone (478) 301-4101
Fax (478) 301-2329
ORC MercertfflMercer.Edu

