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Enthusiastic Students:
A Study of Motivation in Two Alternatives to Mandatory
Instruction
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Abstract The present study used Self-Determination Theory as a framework for
examining age-related changes in motivation for 57 students aged 7-17 years in the
context of two alternative educational environments: a home school resource center
and a democratically organized school. Students completed the Academic SelfRegulation Questionnaire in order to assess their intrinsic motivation and three
types of extrinsic motivation. In stark contrast to the well-replicated negative
correlation between age and intrinsic motivation in traditional schools, there was
no relationship between age and any of the four motivation subscale scores in the
present study. Interpretations and implications of these findings are discussed.
Keywords Self-Determination Theory, alternative education, intrinsic motivation,
extrinsic motivation, democratic school, home schooling

Introduction
For a hundred years or more, renowned critics of the dominant academic classroom
schooling system, including John Dewey (1994/1916), A.S. Neill (1992/1960),
George Leonard (1968), John Holt (1976), Raymond and Dorothy Moore (1986),
and Alfie Kohn (1999), have lamented the detrimental effects of mainstream
educational institutions on children's motivation. In spite of this long-standing
criticism, data on the motivational consequences of alternatives to the traditional
classroom are lacking. It is essential, then, to document basic motivational patterns
among children who attend alternative educational environments (e.g., democratic
schools, homeschooling), and to compare these findings to established patterns from
research conducted in mainstream schools.

Donald A. Berg (corresponding author)
Reed College, USA
attitutor@gmail.com
42

Enthusiastic Students

Motivation and the Self in Context
Motivation at the most basic level involves the initiation, maintenance and intensity
of action taken towards a goal (Bergin, Ford, & Hess, 1993; Deci & Ryan, 2000).
According to Self-Determination Theory (SDT), it is critically important whether
the causal force behind such action is internal or external to the self-concept (Deci
& Ryan, 2000; Deci, Schwartz, Sheinman & Ryan, 1981; Ryan & Connell, 1989;
Sheldon, Ryan & Reis, 1996). When causal attributions for one’s own behaviour
fall outside the self, then the actions are construed to some degree as coerced or
compelled, and are often referred to as extrinsically motivated. By contrast, when
causal attributions fall within the self, then such actions are construed as selfgenerated and are referred to as intrinsically motivated.
Although the basic terminology of intrinsic versus extrinsic motivation suggests
a simple dichotomy, a nuanced conception may be more accurate (Corpus,
McClintic-Gilbert, & Hayenga, 2009; Harter & Jackson, 1992; Lepper, Corpus, &
Iyengar, 2005; Ryan & Deci, 2000a). While intrinsic motivation is agreed to be a
unitary construct, extrinsic motivation consists of a continuum of regulation types
with four distinct levels depending on the degree to which actions are endorsed by
the self: external, introjected, identified and integrated regulation (Chirkov, Ryan,
Kim, & Kaplan, 2003; Ryan & Deci, 2000a, 2000b). External regulation refers to
compliance driven by rewards and punishments; introjected regulation refers to
compliance driven by internal pressures such as guilt or anxiety; identified
regulation refers to compliance driven by acknowledgment that the action is
consistent with the individual's values; and integrated regulation refers to
compliance driven by acceptance of the activity as consistent with self-expression
(Ryan & Connell, 1989).
Movement toward the more intrinsically motivated and autonomously regulated
end of the continuum is facilitated when the basic psychological needs of
autonomy, competence, and relatedness are met (Baard, Deci, & Ryan, 2006; Deci
& Ryan, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2000b; 2006). Autonomy is the need to be the
volitional and causal source of one’s own activities (Reeve, Nix, & Hamm, 2003).
Competence is the need to have a sense of being effective at achieving relevant
goals in a situation (MacIver, Stipek, & Daniels, 1991). Relatedness is the need to
feel connected to and recognized by other people (Ryan & Deci, 2006). According
to SDT, these are fundamental to universal human psychological needs analogous to
how material nutrients are fundamental and universal human biological needs.
These needs, moreover, are directly tied to human functioning such that thwarting a
need leads to ill-being while meeting a need leads to well-being (Deci & Moller,
2007; Reis, Sheldon, Gable, Roscoe & Ryan, 2000; Sheldon et al., 1996;
Véronneau, Koestner, & Abela, 2005).
In addition, SDT recognizes that support for basic needs and their motivational
consequences is highly dependent on contextual factors (Deci & Ryan, 2002).
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Indeed, a variety of motivational scholars argue that the particular manifestation of
motivation within individuals is based upon the contexts in which those individuals
are embedded (Hickey, 1997; Urdan, 1999; Volet & Jarvela, 2001). Motivation is
therefore not necessarily stable across situations (Harter, Whitesell & Kowalski,
1992; Paris & Turner, 1994) or even across time in the same situation when
particular elements shift (e.g., timing of examinations; Bong, 2005). Motivation
instead is a dynamic property of the person in context (see Brophy, 2010).
Motivation in Education
Research has consistently shown that intrinsic motivation is the gold standard for
promoting sustained and meaningful engagement in education. Indeed, intrinsic
motivation is associated with deep conceptual learning strategies (Meece,
Blumenfeld, & Hoyle, 1988; Pintrich & Garcia, 1991), creativity (Amabile, 1996),
engagement in classroom activities (Otis, Grouzet, & Pelletier, 2005; Ryan &
Connell, 1989), positive affect (Gottfried, 1985; Harter, 1981; Harter et al., 1992;
Ryan & Deci, 2000b), and adaptive coping strategies (Boggiano, 1998; Ryan &
Connell, 1989). Intrinsic motivation is also positively associated with academic
achievement, favourable perception of academic competence, and minimal
academic anxiety (Corpus et al., 2009; Gottfried, Fleming & Gottfried, 2001;
Lepper et al., 2005; for a summary, see Sansone & Harackiewicz, 2000; Stipek,
2002). The more controlled forms of extrinsic motivation, by contrast, are
associated with the diminishment of well-being and learning (Assor, Roth, & Deci,
2004; Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2000b, 2006). Intrinsic motivation,
therefore, can be considered the most desirable form of motivation for learning in
general, and for enabling children to engage with instructional activities more
specifically.
Unfortunately, children in traditional classrooms show a robust decline in
intrinsic motivation from approximately first through twelfth grades (Bouffard,
Marcoux, Vezeau, & Bordeleau, 2003; Corpus et al., 2009; Gottfried et al., 2001;
Harter, 1981; Hunter & Csikszentmihalyi, 2003; Lepper et al., 2005; Otis et al.,
2005; Pintrich, 2003; Prawat, Grissom, & Parish, 1979; Wigfield, Eccles &
Rodriguez, 1998). There is some evidence that extrinsic motivation may also
decline across the school years in traditional school settings, suggesting that it does
not supplant intrinsic motivation (Corpus et al., 2009; Otis et al., 2005). The
observed declines in intrinsic motivation should be alarming to educators, policy
makers, and society because intrinsic motivation is an inherent property of healthy
children (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Véronneau et al., 2005). Moreover, because intrinsic
motivation can be enhanced or thwarted by the conditions in which the children are
situated (Jang, Reeve, & Deci, 2010; Koestner, Ryan, Bernieri & Holt, 1984), one
must consider the possibility that traditional schools are systematically
compromising the well-being of some proportion of the children they serve.
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The well-documented decline in intrinsic motivation with age, however, may not be
inevitable, which is a crucial point if the critics’ arguments and proposals for
change are to be taken seriously and the classroom situation improved. For
example, Gottfried et al. (1998, 2001) found that students’ academic intrinsic
motivation in mainstream schools declined from ages 9 to 17 in several subject
areas but not in the domain of social studies. Other evidence indicates that particular
subgroups of students are able to maintain intrinsic motivation over the course of an
academic year even while their peers are experiencing the typical decline
(Haimovitz, Wormington, & Corpus, 2011). Even more striking, Apostoleris (2000)
documented a positive correlation between age and intrinsic motivation in a crosssection of homeschooling children aged 6 to 16 years. It is important to note,
however, that Apostoleris used an assessment instrument (i.e., Harter, 1981) that
conceptualized intrinsic motivation as the polar opposite of extrinsic motivation
such that children who indicated a high level of one motive type necessarily
indicated a low level of the other. The positive correlation between age and intrinsic
motivation, therefore, could be an artefact of a negative correlation between age and
extrinsic motivation.
In sum, the situation in education regarding motivation is that there is a welldocumented decline in intrinsic motivation amongst students in mainstream schools.
That decline is alarming because intrinsic motivation is both the gold standard for
motivation to learn and can be an indirect indicator of children's well-being. There
is some evidence that the decline is not inevitable and one study suggests that a
different pattern may exist in at least one alternative form of schooling. If there is,
in fact, a different pattern of motivation in even one alternative form of schooling
then the body of criticism needs be reviewed as more than mere ideological
posturing. The various alternatives that have been tried deserve to be given
appropriate empirical attention to discern which of them are associated with
healthier patterns of motivation in their students and what elements of their
organizations and practices hold the keys to nurturing children’s motivation to learn
and grow.
Alternatives in Education
Traditional schools could be conceptualized as using mandatory instruction in the
sense that they are subject to a combination of state laws and district policies that
make instruction compulsory rather than optional. For the purposes of this study an
“alternative” is considered to be an educational organization with central defining
policies that make classroom instruction for children and youth an option rather
than a requirement. One such alternative is homeschooling, which encompasses a
variety of educational approaches that view parents as being naturally endowed with
the primary responsibility to educate their children. This very limited commonality
places no restriction on the variety of approaches to educating children that parents
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choose: from re-creating a school-like environment in the home, in which parents
act out the role of a formal instructor; to engaging the children in the family
business, in which children are given meaningful responsibilities that necessarily
elicit their engagement with basic skills; to unschooling, in which the child's own
interests are the primary determinant of what activities will be pursued; to as many
different variations as parents could possibly dream up. This also encompasses the
use of both public and private community resources and specially designated
resource centres that offer a variety of instructional courses. There are undoubtedly
some families who impose instruction as a component of their homeschooling
practice, but children in such families arguably have a level of agency in
confronting the decision-makers that is entirely absent for students in traditional
schools. Perhaps because homeschooling is defined broadly, a full 1.5 million
school-aged children were educated in the United States using this approach as of
2007 (Bielick, 2008; see also Ray, 2011). Studies suggest that homeschooled
children generally do better than average on standardized tests and come from a
wide variety of family situations (e.g., Cai, Reeve & Robinson, 2002; McDowell,
2000; Medlin, 2000; Ray, 2000).
A second alternative to mandatory instruction is democratic schooling, which
does not have a consensus definition but typically includes some provision for
students to have a relatively high degree of autonomy in decisions regarding
participation in courses of instruction, most often with the choice to opt out entirely.
Democratic schooling is a far smaller movement than homeschooling. As of early
2012 there were 238 self-identified democratic schools in 33 countries listed by the
Alternative Education Resource Organization (2012). This small movement is
notable for being long-lived and having had a degree of influence on the field of
education far beyond what their numbers might suggest (Neill, 1992/1960). The few
formal studies of democratic schooling have not examined motivational constructs
per se. They range from surveys of graduates conducted by Sudbury Valley School
in Massachusetts (Greenberg, Sadofsky, & Lempka, 2005; Greenberg & Sadofsky,
1992) to independently sponsored ethnographic (Gray & Chanoff, 1986; Gray &
Feldman, 1997, 2004) and case study (Stronach & Piper, 2008) research. These
studies generally show that students attending democratic schools are
demographically similar to the broader populations in which they are embedded and
that there is no evidence of any detrimental effects of attending such schools.
What is it, then, about these alternatives that may support a motivational pattern
different from that observed in traditional schools? From the perspective of SDT,
one must begin by considering basic need satisfaction, which is thought to underlie
motivation. Autonomy is one basic need that is chronically unmet in traditional
classrooms (Reeve, 2009; Reeve, Bolt & Cai, 1999; Reeve & Jang, 2006; Reeve,
Jang, Carrell, Jeon & Barch, 2004; Reeve, et al., 2003). Reeve (2009) provides
compelling evidence for a variety of forces in traditional classroom settings from
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“above” (e.g. societal and organizational), “below” (e.g. student behaviour) and
within teachers (e.g. personality) that push them towards thwarting the autonomy
needs of students. Because the organization of traditional schools does not afford
any other options, students must pursue their need for autonomy within the context
of teacher-provided instruction. In the context of democratic schools and many
forms of homeschooling, however, instruction is typically provided only when
students take volitional action to receive it, which should result in a different pattern
of motivation.
This practice of providing instruction only on demand is likely to meet students’
needs for relatedness and competence as well as autonomy. When teachers have
explicit support from their school to use their own judgment as they relate to
students both personally and instructionally, their connection to students is likely
enhanced and the relatedness need better satisfied. In addition, students’ sense of
competence may be better supported in that they are actively involved in choosing
their own activities and may be able to select those that provide an optimal match
for their growing capabilities.
But what kind of age-related motivational pattern might one expect in these
settings? To the extent that the basic needs for autonomy, competence, and
relatedness are met, intrinsic motivation should be supported and the traditional
pattern of age-related decline should be less pronounced. Because young children
are inherently intrinsically motivated, it may be more reasonable to expect a pattern
of motivational maintenance than the pattern of increasing intrinsic motivation with
age that was suggested by Apostoleris’ (2000) work with homeschooling children.
Levels of extrinsic motivation, however, may show age-related change even in
alternative contexts that provide robust support for basic needs. Particularly the
more externally regulated forms of extrinsic motivation may be expected to decline
with age as children become more competent at self-regulating their behaviour and
more prone to assert their independence from adults (Berndt, 1979; Eccles et al.,
1993).
The Present Study
The literature showing declines in intrinsic motivation with age is impressively
consistent but fails to encompass children who either, through homeschooling, have
direct influence with the primary decision-makers about their education (their
parents), or who are given the opportunity to be in direct control of their own
learning in democratically organized alternative schools. The present study was
intended to document the age-related pattern of motivation among students who are
homeschooling or attending a democratic school on the speculative assumption that
these alternative environments are similar to one another on the key motivational
dimension of autonomy support, and potentially with respect to support for
competence and relatedness as well. Would the pattern of intrinsic motivation in the
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context of non-mandatory instruction differ from that of the negative correlation
between intrinsic motivation and age that has been well-documented in schools in
which instruction is a mandatory imposition? The primary hypothesis is that
students in these alternatives will maintain intrinsic motivation across the school
years, evidencing little to no correlation between intrinsic motivation and age. A
secondary hypothesis is that the most controlled form of extrinsic motivation—
external regulation—will show a negative correlation with age among students
attending alternative educational environments.
Method
Sites
The two school sites chosen for this study were located in a metropolitan area of the
Northwestern United States. Both shared the characteristic that instruction requires
an active choice on the part of a child, but the two sites were organized and
administered in different ways as detailed below. Both sites served families from a
relatively wide range of income levels, with approximately 10% of students
qualifying for free or reduced lunch. The student population was largely Caucasian,
reflecting the limited ethnic/racial diversity of the geographical region. The
homeschool population nationally is also largely Caucasian and with moderate to
high levels of income (Bauman, 2001). Estimating rates of free and reduced lunch
qualification from national statistics suggests that our sample may have qualified at
lower rates than the homeschool population as a whole (U.S. Department of
Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service, 2011).
Home School Resource Center (RC).
At the time of the study, the RC had two campuses where most of the 440 children
they served attended on a part-time basis. It offered an extensive menu of 174
classes and 56 member activities that included traditional academic subjects but also
reflected a broad array of other interests (e.g., embroidery, engineering, wilderness
skills, etc.). Students had the option to take as many or as few classes as they
wished and the organization of the school was similar to that of a typical
community college. Approximately one third of the center's spaces were
noninstructional and devoted to providing comfortable areas for social interactions
among families within the RC community thus providing explicit support for the
relatedness need. In the past the center was a publicly funded alternative school
with the local district; they became a private tuition-supported school when the state
imposed standardized instructional requirements that were not consistent with the
school's philosophy of family-controlled education.
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Democratically Organized School (DS).
At the time of the study, the DS served 49 children ages 5-18 with a full-time, day
school program. Classes were offered according to the inclinations of the students
and staff, covering an eclectic variety of topics that included traditional academic
subjects as well as more specialized interests. Students were not required to take
any courses but rather had the opportunity to make free choices about what
activities to pursue nearly all of the time. Indeed, students were immersed in a selfgoverning community based on one-person one-vote and the three rules that have
been in place since the school was constituted: take care of yourself and other
people; take care of the things the school and other people own; and remember that
your freedom ends where someone else's begins. From this foundation the school
developed a set of rules to structure how the school community operates through a
variety of meetings and a board of directors. The primary meeting spaces for
students were furnished with a combination of comfortable informal household
items and practical items for organizing their collection of learning materials. The
caring language of their core rules and the informality of the furnishings are explicit
indications that relatedness was highly valued by the organization.
Participants
Participants were 57 students (42% female; 86% from the RC) ranging from 7 to 17
years of age (M = 12.22, SD = 2.54) and fairly evenly distributed across the typical
school levels of elementary (39%), middle (32%), and high school (30%) years.
Parent reports indicated that participants had been homeschooling an average of
59% of their educational careers and had relatively little experience of traditional
classroom schooling. More specifically, a majority of the sample (54%) attended
traditional schools less than 10% of their educational careers; a small minority
(14%), however, had spent over 80% of their experience in traditional schooling.
Measure: The Academic Self-Regulation Questionnaire (SRQ-A)
The Academic Self-Regulation Questionnaire (SRQ-A) is a widely used 32-item
questionnaire designed to measure motivation in elementary and middle school
students (Ryan & Connell, 1989). It has also been validated for use with high school
and college populations with very minor adaptations (Vansteenkiste, Sierens,
Soenens, Luyckz, & Lens, 2009; Vansteenkiste, Zhou, Lens, & Soenens, 2005). The
scale is organized as a series of questions about why students do certain academic
activities (e.g., answering hard questions in class), each with a set of possible
reasons based on the SDT continuum of self-regulation: external regulation,
introjected regulation, identified regulation, and intrinsic motivation. For example,
reasons that could indicate the extent to which students answer hard questions in
class include “Because that’s what I’m supposed to do” (external regulation),
“Because I feel ashamed of myself when I don’t try” (introjected regulation),
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“Because it’s important to me to try to answer hard questions in class” (identified
regulation), and “Because I enjoy answering hard questions” (intrinsic motivation).
The reasons for doing each activity were presented in random order. Each was
followed by a 4-point Likert-type scale with the following options: Not at all true,
Not very true, Sort of true, and Very true. We made minor adaptations of language
to fit the context of these schools and omitted items regarding doing homework
because they were likely to be irrelevant for this population. Consequently, students
were asked to complete only 24 of the original 32 SRQ-A items. Because three
students (2 from RC, 1 from DS) were not taking any classes at the time, they only
completed a single 8-item section of this measure. Excluding their data did not
change any of the results obtained so it was included in the analyses reported below.
Items for each subscale were averaged together to form composite variables
representing external regulation (α = .79), introjected regulation (α = .83), identified
regulation (α = .69, minus one item), and intrinsic motivation (α = .74), all of which
were reasonably internally consistent in the present sample.
Procedure
Parents were invited to participate through letters sent by the executive director of
their respective schools and solicitation by the first author in person at the school
sites. At the time of consent, parents provided a detailed account of their children’s
schooling history. Students were then free to complete the survey online. Most did
so on a computer at the school site while the first author was available in the
vicinity to answer questions, but some completed it elsewhere by entering a URL
provided to them after their parents had given permission. The survey included the
SRQ-A described above as well as other items unrelated to the present study.
Results
Preliminary Analyses
Preliminary analyses were conducted to determine whether students’ responses on
the SRQ-A varied by gender and school site. A series of t-tests confirmed that there
were no differences between males (n = 33) and females (n = 24) on any of the four
subscales of the SRQ-A (i.e. external, introjected, identified, intrinsic), all ts (55) <
0.36, ns. There were, however, differences by school site for two of the subscales:
introjected regulation, t(55) = -1.84, p < .05, with the DS higher (M = 2.98, SD =
.60) than the RC (M = 2.53, SD = .66) sample, and external regulation, t(55) = 1.77, p <.05, with the DS higher (M = 2.32, SD = .56) than the RC (M = 1.91, SD =
.61) sample. Overall, then, students in the DS responded higher on controlled forms
of motivation than those in the RC. Because of this, results for these two subscales
are each presented twice: as a whole sample and with the smaller DS sample
removed.
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Ryan and Connell (1989) refer to a quasi-simplex pattern that should occur in
the SRQ-A data indicating graded relations between the subscales. All subscales
should be most strongly and positively related to those subscales that are nearby on
the posited continuum. For example, intrinsic motivation should be most positively
correlated with identified regulation, less so with introjected regulation, and less so
with external regulation. As shown by the correlation matrix in Table 1, the
expected quasi-simplex pattern emerged in the present sample.
Table 1
Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Matrix of SRQ-A Subscales and Age

SRQ-A

M

SD

EX

IJ

ID

IM

External Regulation (EX)

1.97

.62

-

Introjected Regulation (IJ)

2.59

.67

.67***

-

Identified Regulation (ID)

3.30

.58

.41**

.53***

-

Intrinsic Motivation (IM)

3.29

.58

-.01

.01

.35**

-

Age (n = 57)

12.22

2.54

-.20

.02

.04

.02

Age without DS (n = 49)

12.27

2.66

-.24†

.03

.05

.03

†p < .10, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

Hypothesis Testing
In order to address the hypotheses regarding age-related differences in motivation,
we first examined scatterplots of each SRQ-A subscale by age for patterns of nonlinearity. Because no such patterns were detected, we calculated a correlation
coefficient between age and each of the subscales of the SRQ-A, as reported in
Table 1. Consistent with the central hypothesis of the study, there was no
correlation between age and intrinsic motivation (r = .02, ns). In contrast to the
robust age-related decline in intrinsic motivation among students attending
traditional schools, then, students in the present sample appeared able to maintain

51

Donald A. Berg and Jennifer Henderlong Corpus

levels of intrinsic motivation across the school years. By contrast, there was a small,
non-significant negative correlation between age and external regulation when the
whole dataset (n = 57) was considered (r = -.20, p = .13); the strength of this
correlation increased to suggest a trend (r = -.24, p = .09) when the smaller sample
(n = 49) without DS participants was used. There were no correlations between age
and introjected regulation with either dataset (rs < .03, ns), nor between age and
identified regulation (r = .04, ns).
Discussion
Students in the present study evidenced an age-related pattern of motivation distinct
from that reported in the mainstream literature of traditional classrooms. Rather
than the robust negative correlation between age and intrinsic motivation found in
contexts of mandatory instruction (e.g., Bouffard et al., 2003; Corpus et al., 2009;
Gottfried et al., 2001; Harter, 1981; Hunter & Csikszentmihalyi, 2003; Lepper et al.,
2005; Otis et al., 2005; Pintrich, 2003; Prawat et al., 1979; Wigfield et al., 1998),
students attending educational alternatives appeared to maintain initially high levels
of intrinsic motivation, experiencing no such age-related decline. We assume this
ability to maintain intrinsic motivation is driven—at least in part—by the supports
for autonomy, competence, and relatedness provided by these homeschooling and
democratic schooling contexts, but this mechanism must be tested explicitly in
future research. This finding is supported by recent work on Israeli democratic
schools showing maintenance from fifth to eighth grades in students' mastery goals
and engagement in the domain of science (Vedder-Weiss & Fortus, 2011).
The present findings also differed from those of Apostoleris (2000), who found
a positive correlation between age and intrinsic motivation in a sample of
homeschooling children. Two possible explanations for this difference are
considered. The first relates to the “hybrid” characteristics of the two schools
chosen for the present study. Apostoleris’ participants were presumably “pure”
homeschooling families, in the sense that they were not reported to be connected to
a resource center or any other organization associated with the provision of
instruction. Both schools considered in the present study were organized to provide
instruction, though only after students expressed a desire to receive it. Having an
organizational context for the provision of instruction may necessarily engender
some compromise that affects intrinsic motivation in a negative fashion. Thus, the
pure homeschool context of Apostoleris’ research may maximize the opportunities
for intrinsic motivation to develop, leading to a positive correlation with age. The
home school resource center model and the democratic education model of the
present study may give children and youth learning opportunities that may not be
available through pure homeschooling, but, at the cost of their ability to enhance
intrinsic motivation.
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Another explanation for the positive correlation between age and intrinsic
motivation found by Apostoleris (2000) is that the effect was an artifact of the
measurement instrument. Recall that Apostoleris used Harter’s (1981) scale, which
requires students to select either an intrinsic or an extrinsic reason for each of their
academic behaviors, thus forcing a negative correlation between the two constructs.
Given this instrument, it is possible that Apostoleris’ data were driven by an agerelated decrease in extrinsic motivation rather than an age-related increase in
intrinsic motivation. This interpretation is supported by the trend in the present
study of a negative correlation between age and external regulation. These data very
tentatively suggest that there may be an age-related decrease for children in contexts
of non-mandatory instruction to perform academic behaviours simply because they
are supposed to do so.
The present study represents an important first step in understanding age-related
patterns of motivation in alternative educational contexts, but it has a number of
notable limitations. Perhaps the most significant is that the cross-sectional design
presumes that the patterns observed across children of different ages reflect the
patterns that will occur within individual children as they grow older. A
longitudinal study is needed to determine if this assumption holds true. Moreover,
the sample was inevitably subject to some degree of self-selection bias. It is
possible that the school organizations are not the causal element in the motivational
patterns observed, but rather there may be characteristics of the students themselves
or how they ended up in these schools that cause the patterns observed. Indeed, the
motivational patterns of the present study are likely a function of the person in
context, consistent with numerous theories that recognize motivation as situated and
contextualized (see, e.g., Brophy, 2010; Deci & Ryan, 2002; Paris & Turner, 1994;
Urdan, 1999)
This study was also limited by a relatively small sample size, especially in the
DS population. Because the age-related findings were similar both with and without
the DS sample, we do not believe that it skewed the results. That said, it cannot be
inferred that the patterns reported here are necessarily true in DS settings because of
the sample size. Our data are suggestive, not conclusive, and should be evaluated
against future studies with larger sample sizes that can be evaluated for
representativeness. Because the observed correlation between age and intrinsic
motivation so closely approximated zero, however, it seems unlikely that a larger
sample would drastically alter the pattern of findings with regard to the primary
hypothesis. Nonetheless it is important to consider why rates of participation were
relatively low, especially for a study that took place in a school setting. These
alternative environments do not have an implicit, pervasive expectation of
participation in activities presented by adults, whereas that may be the case in most
traditional schools. Future researchers should consider using a similar online survey
platform but opening up to the broader population that could be recruited via the
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internet. Both the home and democratic school movements have robust social
networks that would likely be supportive of a research initiative that wanted to
extend and elaborate on the current findings.
Conclusion
Unlocking students’ ability to share their inherent enthusiasm for learning whenever
they are in the classroom may not be a matter of finding the right instructional key
but rather the right organizational key. Research data has supported the general
concern of renowned critics regarding the negative motivational consequences of
traditional classrooms. The two substantial alternatives examined in the present
study now have a small amount of data that supports their contention that better
motivational consequences can be created. While there is clearly not enough data to
make any claims regarding the efficacy of non-mandatory instruction per se, there is
enough evidence in the literature to make the tentative claim that SelfDetermination Theory is an empirically respectable framework that can and should
be used to guide future research and innovation in schools. The potential benefits of
these two forms of instructional organizations should be investigated further using
the SDT framework to discover what mechanisms are at work to produce the
motivational differences that seem to be found there.

54

Enthusiastic Students

References
Alternative Education Resource Organization (2012). List of Democratic Schools.
Retrieved May 22, 2013, from http://www.educationrevolution.org/blog/list-ofdemocratic-schools/
Amabile, T. (1996). Creativity in context. Boulder, Co: Westview Press.
Assor, A., Roth, G., & Deci, E. L. (2004). The emotional costs of parents'
conditional regard: A self-determination theory analysis. Journal of Personality,
72(1), 47-88.
Apostoleris, N. (2000). Children's love of learning: Home schooling and intrinsic
motivation for learning. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Clark University,
Worcester, MA.
Baard, P. P., Deci, E. L., & Ryan, R. M. (2006). Intrinsic need satisfaction: A
motivational basis of performance and well-being in two work settings. Journal
of Applied Social Psychology, 34, 2045–2068. DOI: 10.1111/j.15591816.2004.tb02690.x
Bauman, K. U.S. Census Bureau, Population Division. (2001). Home schooling in
the United States: Trends and characteristics (Working Paper Series No. 53 ).
Retrieved

May

22,

2013,

from:

http://www.census.gov/population/www/documentation/twps0053/twps0053.ht
ml

55

Donald A. Berg and Jennifer Henderlong Corpus

Bergin, D. A., Ford, M. E., & Hess, R. D. (1993). Patterns of motivation and social
behavior associated with microcomputer use of young children. Journal of
Educational Psychology, 85, 437-445.
Berndt, T. J. (1979). Developmental changes in conformity to peers and parents.
Developmental Psychology, 15, 608–616.
Bielick, S., U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics.
(2008). Issue brief: 1.5 million homeschooled students in the United States in
2007 (NCES 2009-030). Jessup, MD: ED Pubs.
Boggiano, A. K. (1998). Maladaptive achievement patterns: A test of a diathesisstress analysis of helplessness. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology,
74, 1681-1695.
Bong, M. (2005). Within-grade changes in Korean girls’ motivation and perceptions
of the learning environment across domains and achievement levels. Journal of
Educational Psychology, 97, 656-672. DOI: 10.1037/0022-0663.97.4.656
Bouffard, T., Marcoux, M., Vezeau, C., & Bordeleau, L. (2003). Changes in selfperceptions of competence and intrinsic motivation among elementary school
children. British Journal of Educational Psychology, 73, 171-186.
Brophy, J. (2010). Motivating students to learn. (3rd ed.). New York: Routledge.

56

Enthusiastic Students

Cai, Y., Reeve, J., & Robinson, D. T. (2002). Home schooling and teaching style:
Comparing the motivating styles of home school and public school teachers.
Journal of Educational Psychology, 94, 372-380. DOI: 10.1037/00220663.94.2.372
Chirkov, V., Ryan, R. M., Kim, Y., & Kaplan, U. (2003). Differentiating autonomy
from individualism and independence: A self-determination theory perspective
on internalization of cultural orientations and well-being. Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 84, 97-110. DOI: 10.1037/0022-3514.84.1.97
Corpus, J. H., McClintic-Gilbert, M. S., & Hayenga, A. O. (2009). Within-year
changes in children's intrinsic and extrinsic motivational orientations:
Contextual predictors and academic outcomes. Contemporary Educational
Psychology, 34, 154-166. DOI: 10.1016/j.cedpsych.2009.01.001
Deci, E. L., & Ryan, R. M. (2000). The "what" and "why" of goal pursuits: Human
needs and the self-determination of behavior. Psychological Inquiry, 11, 227268.
Deci, E. L., & Ryan, R. M. (2002). Handbook of self-determination research.
Rochester, NY: The University of Rochester Press.
Deci, E. L., & Moller, A. C. (2007). The concept of competence: A starting place
for understanding intrinsic motivation and self-determined extrinsic motivation.
In A. Elliot & C. Dweck (Eds.), Handbook of Competence and Motivation (pp.
579-597). New York, NY: The Guilford Press.

57

Donald A. Berg and Jennifer Henderlong Corpus

Deci, E. L., Schwartz, A. J., Sheinman, L., & Ryan, R. M. (1981). An instrument to
assess adults' orientations toward control versus autonomy with children:
Reflections on intrinsic motivation and perceived competence. Journal of
Educational Psychology, 73, 642-650. DOI: 10.1037/0022-0663.73.5.642
Dewey, J. (1994). Democracy and education: An introduction to the philosophy of
education.

[ILT

Digital

Classics

version].

Retrieved

from

http://www.worldcat.org/title/democracy-and-education-an-introduction-to-thephilosophy-of-education/oclc/614260492 (Original work published 1916)
Eccles, J. S., Midgley, C., Wigfield, A., Buchanan, C. M., Reuman, D., Flanagan,
C., et al. (1993). Development during adolescence: The impact of stageenvironment fit on young adolescents’ experiences in schools and in families.
American Psychologist, 48, 90–101.
Gottfried, A. E. (1985). Academic intrinsic motivation in elementary and junior
high school students. Journal of Educational Psychology, 77, 631-645.
Gottfried, A. E., Fleming, J. S., & Gottfried, A. W. (1998). Role of cognitively
stimulating home environment in children's academic intrinsic motivation: A
longitudinal study. Child Development, 69, 1448-1460. Retrieved 22 May, 2013,
from: http://www.jstor.org/stable/1132277
Gottfried, A. E., Fleming, J. S., & Gottfried, A. W. (2001). Continuity of academic
intrinsic motivation from childhood through late adolescence: A longitudinal

58

Enthusiastic Students

study. Journal of Educational Psychology, 93, 3-13. DOI: 10.1037/00220663.93.1.3
Gray, P., & Chanoff, D. (1986). Democratic schooling: What happens to young
people who have charge of their own education? American Journal of
Education,

94,

182-213.

Retrieved

22

May,

2013,

from:

http://www.jstor.org/stable/1084948
Gray, P., & Feldman, J. (1997). Patterns of age mixing and gender mixing among
children and adolescents at an ungraded democratic school. Merrill-Palmer
Quarterly, 43, 67-86.
Gray, P., & Feldman, J. (2004). Playing in the zone of proximal development:
Qualities of self-directed age mixing between adolescents and young children at
a democratic school. American Journal of Education, 110, 108-145. Retrieved
from: http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1086/380572
Greenberg, D., & Sadofsky, M. (1992). Legacy of trust: Life after the Sudbury
Valley School experience. Framingham, MA: The Sudbury Valley School Press.
Greenberg, D., Sadofsky, M., & Lempka, J. (2005). The pursuit of happiness: The
lives of Sudbury Valley alumni. Framingham, MA: The Sudbury Valley School
Press.
Haimovitz, K., Wormington, S. V., & Corpus, J. H. (2011). Dangerous mindsets:
How beliefs about intelligence predict motivational change. Learning and
Individual Differences, 21, 747-752. DOI: 10.1016/j.lindif.2011.09.002

59

Donald A. Berg and Jennifer Henderlong Corpus

Harter, S. (1981). A new self-report scale of intrinsic versus extrinsic orientation in
the classroom: Motivational and informational components. Developmental
Psychology, 17, 300-312. DOI: 10.1037/0012-1649.17.3.300
Harter, S., & Jackson, B. K. (1992). Trait vs. nontrait conceptualizations of
intrinsic/extrinsic motivational orientation. Motivation and Emotion, 16, 209230.
Harter, S., Whitesell, N. R., & Kowalski, P. (1992). Individual differences in the
effects of educational transitions on young adolescent’s perceptions of
competence and motivational orientation. American Educational Research
Journal, 29, 777-807.
Hickey,

D.T.

(1997).

Motivation

and

contemporary

socio-constructivist

instructional perspectives. Educational Psychologist, 32(3), 175-193
Holt, J. (1976). Instead of education: Ways to help people do things better. New
York, NY: E.P. Dutton & Co., Inc.
Hunter, J. P., & Csikszentmihalyi, M. (2003). The positive psychology of interested
adolescents.

Journal

of

Youth

and

Adolescence,

32,

27-35.

DOI:

10.1023/A:1021028306392
Jang, H., Reeve, J., & Deci, E. L. (2010). Engaging students in learning activities: It
is not autonomy support or structure but autonomy support and structure.
Journal of Educational Psychology, 102, 588-600. DOI: 10.1037/a0019682

60

Enthusiastic Students

Koestner, R., Ryan, R. M., Bernieri, F., & Holt, K. (1984). Setting limits on
children's behavior: The differential effects of controlling vs. informational
styles on intrinsic motivation and creativity. Journal of Personality, 52, 233248. DOI: 10.1111/1467-6494.ep7390802
Kohn, A. (1999). The schools our children deserve: Moving beyond traditional
classrooms and "tougher standards". New York, NY: Houghton Mifflin
Company.
Leonard, G. B. (1968). Education and ecstasy. New York, NY: Delacorte Press.
Lepper, M. R., Corpus, J. H., & Iyengar, S. S. (2005). Intrinsic and extrinsic
motivation orientations in the classroom: Age differences and academic
correlates.

Journal

of

Educational

Psychology,

97,

184-196.

DOI:

10.1037/0022-0663.97.2.184
MacIver, D. J., Stipek, D. J., & Daniels, D. H. (1991). Explaining within-semester
changes in student effort in junior high school and senior high school courses.
Journal of Educational Psychology, 83, 201-211. DOI: 10.1037/00220663.83.2.201
McDowell, S. A. (2000). The home schooling mother-teacher: Toward a theory of
social integration. Peabody Journal of Education, 75, 187-206.
Medlin, R. G. (2000). Home schooling and the question of socialization. Peabody
Journal of Education, 75, 107-123.

61

Donald A. Berg and Jennifer Henderlong Corpus

Meece, J. L., Blumenfeld, P. C., & Hoyle, R. H. (1988). Students’ goal orientations
and cognitive engagement in classroom activities. Journal of Educational
Psychology, 80, 514-523.
Moore, R. S., & Moore, D. N. (1982). School can wait. Camas, WA: The Moore
Foundation.
Neill, A. S. (1992). Summerhill School: A new view of childhood. Edited by Albert
Lamb. New York, NY: St. Martin's Griffin. (Original work published 1960)
Otis, N., Grouzet, F. M. E., & Pelletier, L. G. (2005). Latent motivational change in
an academic setting: A 3-year longitudinal study. Journal of Educational
Psychology, 97, 170-183. DOI: 10.1037/0022-0663.97.2.170
Paris, S. G., & Turner, J. C. (1994). Situated Motivation. In P. Pintrich, D. Brown,
& C.E. Weinstein, (Eds.), Student motivation, cognition, and learning: Essays in
honor of Wilbert J. McKeachie (pp. 213-237). Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.
Pintrich, P. R., & Garcia, T. (1991). Student goal orientation and self-regulation in
the college classroom. In M. Maehr, & P.R. Pintrich, Advances in motivation
and achievement: Goals and self-regulatory processes, vol. 7. Greenwich, CT:
JAI Press.
Pintrich, P. R. (2003). A motivational science perspective on the role of student
motivation in learning and teaching contexts. Journal of Educational
Psychology, 95, 667-686. DOI: 10.1037/0022-0663.95.4.667

62

Enthusiastic Students

Prawat, R. S., Grissom, S., & Parish, T. (1979). Affective development in children,
grades 3 through 12. The Journal of Genetic Psychology, 135, 37-49.
Ray, B. D. (2000). Home schooling: The ameliorator of negative influences on
learning? Peabody Journal of Education, 75, 71-106. Retrieved 22 May, 2013,
from: http://www.jstor.org/stable/1493090
Ray, B. D. (2011). Research facts on homeschooling. Retrieved 22 May, 2013 from:
http://www.nheri.org/Research-Facts-on-Homeschooling.html
Reeve, J. (2009). Why teachers adopt a controlling motivating style toward students
and how they can become more autonomy supportive. Educational
Psychologist, 44, 159-175. DOI: 10.1080/00461520903028990
Reeve, J., Bolt, E., & Cai, Y. (1999). Autonomy-supportive teachers: How they
teach and motivate students. Journal of Educational Psychology, 91, 537-548.
DOI: 10.1037/0022-0663.91.3.537
Reeve, J., & Jang, H. (2006). What teachers say and do to support students'
autonomy during a learning activity. Journal of Educational Psychology, 98,
209-218. DOI: 10.1037/0022-0663.98.1.209
Reeve, J., Jang, H., Carrell, D., Jeon, S., & Barch, J. (2004). Enhancing students'
engagement by increasing teachers' autonomy support. Motivation & Emotion,
28, 147-169.

63

Donald A. Berg and Jennifer Henderlong Corpus

Reeve, J., Nix, G., & Hamm, D. (2003). Testing models of the experience of selfdetermination in intrinsic motivation and the conundrum of choice. Journal of
Educational Psychology, 95, 375-392. DOI: 10.1037/0022-0663.95.2.375
Reis, H. T., Sheldon, K. M., Gable, S. L., Roscoe, J., & Ryan, R. (2000). Daily
well-being: The role of autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Personality &
Social Psychology Bulletin, 22, 419-435 . DOI: 10.1177/0146167200266002
Ryan, R. M., & Connell, J. P. (1989). Perceived locus of causality and
internalization: Examining reasons for acting in two domains. Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 57, 749-761. DOI: 10.1037/00223514.57.5.749
Ryan, R. M., & Deci, E. L. (2000a). Intrinsic and extrinsic motivations: Classic
definitions and new directions. Contemporary Educational Psychology, 25, 5467. DOI: 10.1006/ceps.1999.1020
Ryan, R. M., & Deci, E. L. (2000b). Self-determination theory and the facilitation
of intrinsic motivation, social development, and well-being. American
Psychologist, 55, 68-78. DOI: 10.1037/0003-066X.55.1.68
Ryan, R. M., & Deci, E. L. (2006). Self-regulation and the problem of human
autonomy: Does psychology need choice, self-determination, and will?. Journal
of Personality 74, DOI: 10.1111/j.1467-6494.2006.00420.x

64

Enthusiastic Students

Sansone, C., & Harackiewicz, J. M. (Eds.). (2000). Intrinsic and extrinsic
motivation: The search for optimal motivation and performance. San Diego:
Academic Press.
Sheldon, K. M., Ryan, R., & Reis, H. T. (1996). What makes for a good day?
Competence and autonomy in the day and in the person. Personality and Social
Psychology Bulletin, 22, 1270-1279. DOI: 10.1177/01461672962212007
Stipek, D. (2002). Motivation to learn: Integrating theory and practice. (4th ed.).
Boston, MA: Allyn and Bacon.
Stronach, I., & Piper, H. (2008). Can liberal education make a comeback? The case
of “relational touch” at Summerhill School. American Education Research
Journal, 45, 6-37. DOI: 10.3102/0002831207311585
U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service. (2011). Child nutrition
programs: Income eligibility guidelines, 76(58). Washington, DC: Federal
Register.
Urdan, T. C. (1999). The role of context. In M. L. Maehr & P. R. Pintrich (Eds.)
Advances in motivation and achievement (Vol. 11). Stamford, CT: JAI Press
Inc..
Vansteenkiste, M., Sierens, E., Soenens, B., Luyckx, K., & Lens, W. (2009).
Motivational profiles from a self-determination perspective: The quality of
motivation matters. Journal of Educational Psychology, 101, 671-688.

65

Donald A. Berg and Jennifer Henderlong Corpus

Vansteenkiste, M., Zhou, M., Lens, W., & Soenens, B. (2005). Experiences of
autonomy and control among chinese learners: Vitalizing or immobilizing?.
Journal of Educational Psychology, 97, 468-483.
Vedder-Weiss, D., & Fortus, D. (2011). Adolescents’ declining motivation to learn
science: Inevitable or not?. Journal Of Research In Science Teaching, 48(2),
199-216. DOI: 10.1002/tea.20398
Véronneau, M. H., Koestner, R. F., & Abela, J. R. Z. (2005). Intrinsic need
satisfaction and wellbeing in children: An application of the self-determination
theory. Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology, 24, 280-292.
Volet, S., & Jarvela, S. (Eds.) (2001). Motivation in learning contexts: Theoretical
advances and methodological implications. Oxford: Pergamon.
Wigfield, A., Eccles, J. S., & Rodriguez, D. (1998). The development of children's
motivation in school contexts. Review Research in Education, 23, 73-118.
Retrieved 22 May, 2013 from: http://www.jstor.org/stable/1167288

Author Details
Donald A. Berg is a freelance educator and the founder of Attitutor Services,
providing educational leadership consulting to policy makers and school leaders.
Contact address: Attitutor Services, 1628 SE 36 th Avenue, Portland, OR 97214,
USA. E-mail: attitutor@gmail.com
Jennifer Henderlong Corpus is Associate Professor of Psychology at Reed College.
Contact address: Department of Psychology, Reed College, 3203 SE Woodstock
Boulevard, Portland, OR 97202, USA. E-mail: henderlj@reed.edu

This work by Donald A. Berg and Jennifer Henderlong Corpus is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 3.0 Unported

66

