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LEARNING MOTIVATION: A SELF-DETERMINATION THEORY PERSPECTIVE
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In recent years, a renewed interest in raising motivation amongst students in academic settings has emerged. This
has led to a great deal of research that aimed to shed light on diverse theories of motivation, in order to increase the
learning motivation amongst students. Self-Determination Theory (SDT) is one of the most comprehensive and empirically
supported theories of motivation available today, that aims to promote students’ curiosity in learning.

The purpose of this article is to make an overview of learning motivation from a SDT perspective.
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MOTIVATIA INVATARII DIN PERSPECTIVA TEORIEI AUTODETERMINARII

In ultimii ani reapare interesul fata de problematica dezvoltarii motivatiei studentilor. Fapt ce a conditionat necesita-
tea realizarii unui sir de cercetdri care au abordat motivatia din perspectiva mai multor teorii, cu scopul eficientizarii
acesteia in randul studentilor. Teoria autodeterminarii este una dintre cele mai comprehensive teorii testate empiric, care
au ca scop promovarea curiozitatii studentilor in procesul de invatare. SDT se concentreaza atat pe nevoile umane, cat si
pe procesele cognitive in contextul carora apare motivatia intrinseca. Scopul acestui articol este de a prezenta motivatia
invatarii din perspectiva teoriei autodeterminarii.

Cuvinte-cheie: teoria autodeterminarii, nevoi psihologice, motivatie, motivatie intrinsecd, motivatie extrinsecd,
sustinere autonomad, interactiune profesor-student.

There is clearly a renewed interest surrounding the study of motivation. Human motivation is being more
intensively studied today than ever before, and it is clearly obvious today that motivation is a central and
essential concern including work, education, psychotherapy, and sport [25, p.10]. Motivation represents one
of the most important mysteries in science, besides its importance in the practical field. The importance
of motivation among students in academic settings is becoming well established [22; 25, p.466]. Several
researchers discussed this issue [e.g. 29; 21; 27]. The rest of this paper is organized as follows: the next section
defines motivation. Then, different motivational theories and approaches are briefly described followed by a
detailed overview of the learning motivation from a Self Determination Theory perspective. Finally, a summary
of the paper is introduced.

Motivation Definitions

Various definitions for “motivation” have been presented in the scientific literature. Although there is
disagreement about the precise nature of motivation [27, p.4] an important theoretical theme of this discussion
involves the division between actions that are intentional, and actions that are non-intentional. This dichotomy
has been described in terms of personal versus impersonal causality, voluntary responding versus helplessness,
and internal versus external locus of control [11; 16].

Motivation is defined broadly by Ryan et al., [24 p.197] as “that which moves people to act”, and it is
determined by both the energy of the move and its direction [23]. The origin of the word motivation comes
from the Latin verb movere, which translates in English as “to move”. Motivations is what moves people to
behave, something that gets us going, keep us working, and help us fulfill tasks [27]. According to the authors,
Ryan [23] and Ryan and Deci [24], a person who feels activated toward an end, is considered motivated,
whereas amotivation, which they refer to as lack of energy or desire, can be found when an individual does
not see the importance, benefit, or value of an activity, or when the individual is not interested in the activity.
The second source of lack of motivation is lack of perceived competence [24] or positive efficacy beliefs [3],
which both are essentially needed for an individual to act.

Motivational Theories and Approaches

The long history of motivational research has given rise to a large variety of different theories which have
been presented in several review articles and books [e.g., 33; 17, p.63-84; 12]. Therefore, this section will
not discuss all of these theories, but it will briefly present the historical background of motivation. This will
be followed by a review of self-determination theory.
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At the beginning of the twentieth century, motivation was not a separate topic of study as it is today but
rather was ill-defined and fell under the purview of the newly emerging discipline of psychology. Views of
motivation and psychology in general, were rooted heavily in philosophy [27; 25, p.4]. The first views have
defined motivation in terms of will and volition. Another early view emphasized instincts that are reflected
in behavior. Behaviorist emphasized the association of stimuli with responses. Drive theories stress internal
forces that seek to maintain homeostasis. Other theories link motivation with level of emotional arousal.
Psychological and humanistic theories suppose that qualitative inborn differences in psychological processes
emerge with experience and development. Cognitive consistency theories focus on motivation as a result of
congruence between behaviors and cognitions. Current theories examine the effect of motivation in achieve-
ment settings and the cognitive processes underlying motivation [27, p.4].

Current perspectives of motivation differs in important ways, but they all share the following hypothesis:
motivation involves cognitions; motivation depends on several complex factors such as: personality, social,
and contextual factors; motivation is correlated with other achievement outcomes such as learning, self-
regulation, and performance; motivation is not stable, but rather changes with development; and also cultural,
group and individual differences are reflected in motivation [27, p.248].

Researchers have used various motivational approaches in order to examine the link between academic
motivation and school performance, such as: Expectancy-value theory by Eccles, Wigfield and their colleagues
[e.g., 36; 38], according to this theory an individuals’ choice, persistence, and performance can be explained
by their beliefs about their ability to compete the activity successfully; Goal theory [e.g., 5; 20], that states
that definite and challenging goals, besides a proper feedback contribute to higher and better task performance;
Self-efficacy theory derived from social cognitive theory [e.g., 1; 2; 3] which is the person’s belief in his
own capability to perform and execute an activity; and self-determination theory [e.g., 7; 8] which identifies
the core principles underlying sustainable motivation [e.g., see 7; 23]. This perspective is one of the most
comprehensive and empirically supported theories of motivation available today [27, p.248]. In fact, this
theoretical perspective has generated a large amount of research in the field of education [see 11]. It has been
used recently to better understand important educational outcomes such as dropout behavior [31; 32], personal
adjustment in the school context [4; 28], as well as learning and school performance [see 14; 18]. This theory
is further discussed in the following section.

Self-Determination Theory

Intrinsic and extrinsic motivation

Over the past 3 decades, two researchers, Edward L. Deci and Richard M. Ryan, have developed a theory
of human motivation, called self-determination theory (SDT). SDT is mainly interested in promoting students’
curiosity in learning, growth in competencies, and well-being [26]. People are viewed as having inherent and
deeply evolved propensities to receive knowledge and develop new skills. However SDT argues that these
natural propensities can be either supported or diluted by social contexts. Classroom strategies such as the
use of grades, evaluations, rewards and external pressures, are therefore a particular interest within SDT as
they influence our human potentials for learning and development [26].

SDT distinguishes between intrinsic motivation and extrinsic motivation [7; 23; 26]. Intrinsic Motivation:
when a person is intrinsically motivated, in other words, the person is involved in a certain activity because
of interest or satisfaction [23]. On the other hand, Extrinsic Motivation: is when a person does an action in
order to fulfill his/her society expectation, avoid sanctions or to comply with external control. In other words,
it is doing an activity for its instrumental value.

The researchers Deci, Ryan, and their colleagues [11] did not settle with a dichotomous definition of
intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, rather defined a continuous process in their discussion of internalization.
According to their new definition, “internalization is a process of transferring the regulation of behavior from
outside to inside the individual”. This process is necessary for the regulation of extrinsically motivated behaviors
that are consistent with social norms to be transformed into personal values [7]. The process of moving from
external to internal regulation involves several levels defined according to Deci, Ryan and their colleagues as:

External-regulation: factors and circumstances outside the individual which affect their motivation;

Introjected-internal regulation: where the individual feels that he/she should or has to do the behavior;

Identified-internal regulation: which is based on the utility that the individual will gain from doing the
behavior (e.g. as given by the authors: studying hard to get grades to get into college);
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Integrated-regulation based on what the individual thinks is valuable and important to the self. Even
though the integrated level is self-determined, it still does not reflect intrinsically motivated behavior. Intrinsic
motivation only occurs when the individual autonomously controls the behavior, which may not be the case
even at the integrated level of regulation [37].

Psychological needs

SDT emerged from a humanistic perspective on human motivation. The main tenets of SDT focus on
human beings having three inherent psychological needs: competence, relatedness and autonomy [7-10].
Competence is the need to feel that one is effective in performing the requisite actions. Relatedness refers
to the need to feel that one is related to others and a sense of belonging to a social group. In the case of
teacher-student relationship, relatedness support means providing acceptance, respect, and a feel of caring.
Autonomy refers to the need to express one’s authentic self and to feel that self is the source of action.
Autonomy is not independence or total freedom, but rather an internal acceptance of, and engagement with,
one’s motivated behavior. Supporting autonomy means taking the student’s perspective, providing choice,
and providing a meaningful rationale when choice is not possible [7]. According to SDT theses three needs,
when satisfied, promote psychological well-being [13].

If the three needs are satisfied, an individual’s motivation, growth and well-being will be enhanced. In
contrast, if the three needs are not supported, motivation, growth and well-being will be diminished [9]. In
other words, the satisfaction of these psychological needs will result in the formation of different motives,
which can range from intrinsic to extrinsic.

Behavioral regulation: controlled verses autonomous

Within SDT, extrinsic motives are further differentiated into those that are controlled versus those that are
more autonomous. SDT-based research has always demonstrated that more autonomous forms of motivation
are related with a mass of positive outcomes from better academic performance, creativity, and persistence,
to enhanced learner wellness. In terms of social contexts, SDT suggests that autonomous motives, and the
energy and engagement associated with them, are supported by contexts that enhance experiences of autonomy,
competence, and relatedness. In this view, the effects of classroom events such as examinations, teacher
feedback, or the introduction of a new curriculum on students’ motivation are determined by the functional
importance, or meaning, of these events with admiration to these three basic needs [23]. Similarly, the
meanings of policies that reward or punish teachers or schools also have a practical importance as they will
form the type and focus of consequent manager and teacher motivation. Particularly the functional importance
of any incident can be either informational, controlling, or a motivating [26].

Autonomy support

As discussed above, SDT emphasizes the importance of the environment in satisfying the three basic
needs: autonomy, relatedness and competence. While other theories have highlighted the importance of
relatedness and competence, SDT specially concentrated on the need for autonomy [19, p.253].

Several studies were conducted on autonomy support in academic setting [see 16; 19; 34]. SDT is an
approach to human motivation in which autonomous motivation is deemed essential for optimal functioning.
Autonomous motivation refers to the experience of choice in initiating behavior. Teachers are autonomously
motivated when they perform their job for the intrinsic value of achieving meaningful and interesting goals
or because they personally grasp the value of their work activities.

Humans have a need to be autonomous and engage in activities because they want to [27, p.248]. The
concept of autonomy support contained within self-determination theory [7] describes a person in an authority
role (e.g., a lecturer, a pedagogical supervisor) taking the other's (e.g., the student’s) perspective, acknow-
ledging the other's feelings and perceptions, providing the other with information and choice, and minimizing
the use of pressure and control [39].

Garcia and Pintrich [15] studied the effects of autonomy on motivation and the performance in the context
of a college classroom. They found that autonomy, while not directly facilitative of higher course grades,
strengthened intrinsic goal orientation, task value, and self-efficacy. This research provides further support
for the benefits of fostering autonomy within academic settings.

In several studies [11; 13; 14; 15; 16; 18; 19; 32; 39] self-determined motivation has been linked to various
educational outcomes across the age span, from early elementary school to college students. Some of these
studies [e.g., 6; 30] have shown that students who had more self-determined forms of motivation for doing
schoolwork were more likely to stay in school than students who had less self-determined motivation.
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Interaction between teacher- student and students’ motivation

There is a growing body of literature that shows how the affective relationships teachers have with students
impact students’ motivation and achievement in school. Teacher’s emotional support of students produces
higher school-related perceptions of competence, clearer positive social and academic goals, and readiness to
take on school activities. Research measuring support from all three kinds of socialization agents (teachers,
peers, parents) shows that teacher support is mainly important for academic motivation and adjustment [25].

Wentzel [35] noted that studies showing how teacher-student relations impact student achievement, to a
great extent, tested relations and discussed mixture of designs and measurement issues that should be consi-
dered in future research. These incorporate the complexity of these relations and the need to examine students’
impact on teachers beside teachers’ impact on students. As well, researchers need to take the “nested” nature
of these relations into consideration; teacher-student relations occur in complex classroom settings and the
kinds of relations teachers have with individual students is probably influenced by the relations they have
with others in their classes. Wentzel [35] argued that there is a need for a clearer understanding of the mecha-
nisms underlying these relations of teacher emotional support and student motivation and achievement.

The present article identifies motivation and the perspective of SDT in promoting learning motivation.
SDT is one of the main theoretical frameworks of motivation that has been applied to educational settings
[7; 9]. It is a macro theory of human motivation concerned with the development and functioning of perso-
nality within social contexts. It has emphasized the central role of basic needs: autonomy, relatedness and
competence. I hope that the literature review shed light on the extensive activity in motivation field. I believe
that in order to improve students’ achievements promoting learning motivation should be given high priority
in educational setting. The key element is autonomy support in the interaction teacher-student. Primary
emphasis should be on the quality of learning and on student's emotional and social life rather than achieving
high scores on standardized tests.

Further research directions can include deeper understanding of SDT in promoting learning motivation of
minorities and populations with different socio-economic characteristics, and in studying the interaction of
these factors with the students’ psychological needs.
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