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ABSTRACT 

This study examined the relationship among academic self-concept (ASC), 

academic motivation (AMOT), and grade point average (GPA) for 125 

sophomores in a suburban Illinois hjgh school. The sample was chosen from a 

pool of sophomore math classes, which had been separated into three levels of 

ability: Beginning Algebra, Geometry, and Honors Geometry. The Self-Concept 

of Ability Scale was used to measure academic self-concept and the Achievement 

Motivation Scale was administered to measure academic motivation. Through 

archjval review, the researcher calculated GPA for each member of the sample. 

Results indicated that Academic Motivation had a low positive correlation with 

GP A. Academic Self-Concept on the other hand had a high positive correlation 

with GP A. These resµlts indicate that the students had a fairly accurate view of 

their academic ability. Finally, academic self-concept and academic motivation 

were subjected to a multiple regression analysis to examine their contribution to 

achievement. Results from this analysis did link academic self-concept as being a 

fairly accurate predictor of achievement while motivation was not a significant 

contributor. 



ACADEMICVARIABLESRELATEDTOACHIEVEMENT:ACADEMIC 
SELF-CONCEPT AND ACADEMIC MOTIVATION 

Anita Janice Steinmann, B.S. 

A Culminating Project Presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School of 
Lindenwood University in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for the Degree 

of Master of Art 

2000 



COMMITTEE IN CHARGE OF CANDIDACY 

Associate Professor, Pamela Nickels, Ed .. D . 
Chairperson of Committee and Advisor 

Program Director 

Douglas Bush, Ed.D 
Guidance Department Chairperson 

Belleville East High School 

Assistant Professor, Anita Sankar, M.A. 

ii 



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

The writer expresses her gratitude for the guidance of her candidacy committee 

composed of Dr. Pamela Nickels, Dr. Douglas Bush, and Dr. Anita Sankar. Their 

assistance, time, and effort throughout the writing of this project were greatly 

appreciated. 

Appreciation is also extended to Matt Osborn, Kerry Stone, and Carole 

Thompson, members of the mathematics department at Belleville East High 

School, for their assistance with the administration of the questionnaires for this 

study. 

Also to be acknowledged are the parents and family of the writer for always 

supplying encouragement and emphasizing the value and importance of education. 

A final note of appreciation is extended to the writer's husband, Tom, for bis 

continual encouragement, support, and love throughout the completion of this 

program. 

ill 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

List of Tables 

Chapter 1 Introduction 

Chapter 2 Literature Review 
Self-Esteem and Achievement 
Self-Esteem as a Multi-Dimensional and Global Construct 
Academic Self-Concept and Achievement 
Academic Motivation and Achievement 
Theory of Achievement Motivation 
Empirical Studies 
Interactive Effect of Academic Self-Concept 
and Motivation with Achievement 
Statement of Purpose 
Hypotheses 

Chapter 3 Research Methodology 
Participants 
Instrumentation 
Procedures 

Chapter 4 Results 
Overall Sample 
Gender 
Ability 

Chapter 5 Discussion 
Limitations 
Recommendations and Implications 

Appendices 
A Letter of Introduction 
B. Questionnaire 

References 

Vita Auctoris 

IV 

Pagev 

1 

5 
5 
8 
11 
16 
17 
19 

21 
22 
22 

23 
23 
24 
26 

29 
29 
31 
32 

35 
38 
38 

42 
42 
43 

48 

52 



LIST OF TABLES 

Table 1 Descriptive Statistics for the Overall Sample 29 

Table 2 Regression Analysis of GPA Using ASC and 30 
and AMOT as Predictors 

Table 3 Descriptive Statistics for Variables by Gender 31 

Table 4 Descriptive Statistics for Variables by Ability Level 33 

V 



CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

With the dawning of the twenty-first century, one cannot deny the demands that 

have been placed on the educational system to provide the world with people who 

possess high levels of education and technical ability. The demand for these 

educated, competent people is clearly present, but little has been done to assist the 

educational system with the task of supplying this educated population. Due to 

this increasing demand for a better trained workforce, the school systems will, in 

tum, need to educate a greater portion of the current school aged population to 

this higher level. This will entail the discovery of new methods for educators to 

implement in order to assist students with the task of tapping their own academic 

achievement abilities. 

One of the most prominent solutions to this dilemma thus far has its roots in 

self-esteem theory. The basis of this theory rests in the idea that teaching children 

to feel good about themselves will, in turn, help their academic performance. 

Although some theorists have found meager evidence of a correlation between 

global self-esteem and academic achievement, in reality, some believe that global 

self-esteem is artificial and worthless. Some researchers even contend that this act 

of persuading children to feel that anything and everything they do is praiseworthy 

is even harmful. According to Shokraii (1999), "inflated self-esteem among 

adolescent black males can encourage violent behavior" (p. l ). This is not merely a 

I 
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statement of opinion. It is believed that when others' negative attitudes and views 

challenge high self-esteem, self-regard is threatened. As a result of this, a person 

will act in one of two ways-either lower his/her self-esteem and withdraw from 

the situation or maintain high self-esteem and foster negative emotions toward the 

source of the threat. According to researchers (Baumeister, Boden, & Smart, 

1996), the second response can easily become violent in individuals who place high 

priority on their self-esteem. 

So if raising students' global self-esteem is not the answer, then what is the 

solution? Australian researchers Hansford and Hattie (1982), recommend raising 

academic self-concept or subject-specific-self-esteem instead of global self-esteem. 

Viewing self-esteem as a multi-dimensional construct is not a new concept. This 

multi-faceted approach to self-concept can be traced back to an 1890 publication 

by James. Since this publication, there has been much supported evidence in favor 

of the need to view self-esteem in terms of its individual components (Brookover 

et. al., 1963; Hansford & Hattie, 1982; Shavelson & Bolus, 1982). Most 

importantly, when examining academic achievement, the component of self-esteem 

that seems most pertin~nt is academic self-concept. If through this study, a 

positive relationship can be found between academic self-concept and academic 

achievement, then school programs could be re-evaluated to consider building 

academic self-concept instead of global self-esteem. 

Academic self-concept in this study was based on the framework of social 

psychology and phenomenological field theory. Brookover (1962), has been the 
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leading researcher in this area and bas provided the basic components for research 

purposes. According to Farquhar (1963), they can be summarized as: 

1) students learn what they perceive they are able to learn, and 2) significant 

others, particularly teachers, have important influences on the development of a 

student's self-concept. Influences take the fonn of expectancies, which, in turn, 

affect the student' s ability to perfonn in the academic setting. (p. 7) 

Another important variable in the equation of academic achievement is 

motivation. No one can deny the fact that if a student is not motivated to learn, 

he/she will not learn. Thus, the task of understanding this motivation factor needs 

to be part of the solution to the challenge of educating a larger portion of the 

student population to higher levels. Farquhar (1963), states, " the need to 

understand the forces of academic motivation becomes ever more pressing as 

society depends increasingly on formal education to undergird a developing 

technology" (p.1). If, through this study, a correlation is found between academic 

motivation and academic achievement, school programs could be developed to tap 

into and develop this important link to academic success. 

Motivation in this study was based loosely on Atkinson's Theory of 

Achievement Motivation. Jones (1975), in describing Atkinson's theory of 

achievement motivation, states: 

A person's motive to achieve, his motive to avoid failure, and his expectation 

of success in some venture strongly influence the character of his motivation 



as it is expressed in the level of aspiration, preference for risk, willingness to 

put forth effort and to persist in activity. When achievement motivation is 

strong, the individual is progressively more pleased with success, as difficulty 

of the task increases. (p.3) 

In other words, when students are highly motivated, they will aspire to higher 

levels of academia, prefer to take more risks academically, and will be willing to 

put forth more effort at attaining these goals. 

4 

For the purposes of this study, academic self-concept was defined as the degree 

to which a student rates him/herself in terms of academic ability as compared to 

his/her peers. This construct was measured through the self-report instrument 

Self-Concept of Ability Scale: General Form. Academic motivation was defined 

as the desire for education as measured through a willingness to compete, 

persistence at a task, and willingness to try. This, too, was measured through a 

self-report instrument titled Achievement Motivation Scale. Finally, academic 

achievement was measured through the students' grade point averages. GPA was 

scored on a continuum based on a 4-point scale. The purpose of this study was to 

show that there was a significant positive relationship among academic motivation, 

academic self-concept and scholastic achievement for high school sophomores. 



CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Self-esteem and Achievement 

Today we hear so much about self-esteem. It has become a widely debated 

topic in both educational and correctional institutions. Unfortunately, when one 

asks the question, 'What is self-esteem?" one does not always receive a simple 

answer. There is a plethora of ways to define self-esteem. However, once one has 

reviewed all of them, he/she will probably be just confused at best. Even 

Rosenberg (1976), a leading researcher in this field, admits, "there is still no 

agreement on what the self-concept is, let alone how to measure it" (p.1). 

Amazingly, even after admitting this short coming of self-concept, he continues to 

define it as, " the totality of the individual' s thoughts and feelings with reference to 

himself as an object" (Rosenberg, 1976, p.2). He continues to describe self­

concept as a person's guiding self-review or self-knowledge. Even he suggests 

that this sounds "assuredly unspecific". Unspecific or not, self-esteem, or the lack 

there of, is commonly attributed to the cause of many social triumphs and failings. 

Although there has been much debate surrounding self-esteem and its relevance to 

school children, no one can doubt that a positive sense of oneself, as long as it is 

accurate and not inflated, is preferred over a negative feeling of self-worth. 

Although, most educators can agree that a healthy sense of self is desirable, most 

cannot agree on its role in education (Byrne, 1984; Calsyn & Kenny, 1977; Marsh, 

1990; Shokraii, 1998). 

5 
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Self-esteem has been a factor of school curriculum for nearly 50 years. 

According to Shokraii, "self-esteem theory made its first dramatic impact upon 

American schools in 1954, when the Supreme Court accepted that school 

segregation damaged the self-esteem of African American children in its Brown v. 

Board of Education ruling" (1998, p.4). This ruling marked the onset of 

implementing self-esteem programs as a quick fix for the ailments of the existing 

education system. The basic idea behind self-esteem theory in the schools is that if 

educators can teach. children to feel good about themselves they will perform 

better as students. The belief of some educators is that, "students must secure high 

self-esteem before they can hope to achieve" (Shokraii, p. l ). It is because of such 

beliefs, that schools have invested time, money, and additional personnel into 

making students believe that their work is praiseworthy, even if it falls short of the 

standard. An example of this fact can be found in a study conducted by 

psychologists Harold W. Stevenson and James W. Stigler (1992), which compared 

academic skills of Americans to their Asian counterparts. Elementary school 

students from Japan, Taiwan, China, and the U.S. were given skills tests in various 

academic sul:,jects. Even though Asian students outperformed American students, 

when the same students were asked about their subject skills, Americans displayed 

a higher self-evaluation of their academic ability than did their foreign peers. 

Another study conducted in 1989 by the Educational Testing Service found similar 

results. According to Moeller, "when comparing math and science performance of 
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13-year-olds in five countries and six Canadian provinces, U.S. children scored 

dead last, but two-thirds of them considered themselves °'good at math" compared 

with 23% ofKorean children, who scored highest" (1994, p.1). In a sense, 

American students still possessed a high self-perception of ability even after a low 

academic performance. This seems to be just the opposite of the intended goal of 

programs designed to boost self-esteem in the educational system. 

Because of such research studies, self-esteem theory has been placed under 

much public scrutiny. However, because few researchers can deny that a 

correlation exists between achievement and self-esteem (Brookover et.al., 1963; 

Byrne, 1984; Calsyn & Kenny, 1977; Mboya, 1986), rather than scrapping the role 

of self-esteem in schools, many education policy makers have begun debating the 

causality of self-esteem. What comes first, high self-esteem or high achievement? 

There is no doubt that if the answer to this question could be found, many of the 

ills that seem to plague the American school system could be solved. 

Theorists who believe that high self-esteem fosters high academic performance 

are referred to as self-enhancement theorists. According to Calsyn and Kenny, 

"these theorists argue that considerable initial time and effort be spent in trying to 

increase the self-concept of children in an educational program" (1977, p.136). On 

the other band, researchers who believe that high achievement produces high self­

esteem are referred to as skill-development theorists. ''They argue that self­

concept variables are primarily consequences of academic achievement'' (Calsyn & 

Kenny, 1977, p.136). Existing literature on this debate seems to be split down the 
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middle with empirical evidence for both cases. However, while data for both sides 

does exist, Marsh argues that, "comparisons of the self-enhancement and skill­

development models have been severely hindered by conceptual and 

methodological limitations" (1990, p.647). Although the use of cross-lagged panel 

correlation, path analysis, and structural equation modeling have become popular 

ways of trying to detennine causality of self-concept and achievement, because 

self-esteem and achievement are not variables applicable to an 

experimental design, definite cause and effect relationships at this time cannot be 

truly determined. 

Self-esteem as a Multi-dimensional and Global Construct 

Fortunately, all has not been wasted with this revival of self-esteem research. 

An important concept, which has been re-awakened through this multitude of self­

esteem data, is the fact that global self-esteem needs to be broken down into its 

separate parts. An idea that can be traced back to publications as early as 1890~ 

has once again surfaced_ Different facets of self-esteem have proven more 

beneficial and reliable in educational research. 

Once again, to understand self-concept as a function of many parts, one must 

tum to a forerunner in this field, Rosenberg. In his dilemma to operationally define 

self-concept in a manner that would be more than ''unspecific", be decided to look 

at some much-neglected parts of self-esteem. As justification he states, "in 

focusing on a single aspect of the self-concept, namely self-esteem, I think we have 

failed to appreciate fully the richness, complexity, and explanatory power of this 



important idea"(Rosenberg, 1976, p. l). He first believed that self-concept could 

be viewed as three components, the extant self, the desired self, and the social or 

presenting self. He continues to describe those three components as the sum of 

their parts, thus leading him to the need for a hierarchical ordering of the various 

elements. He proclaims that self-concept is made-up of more than just one's 

defining traits. He suggests that more important than these traits, are the feelings 

that one posses about these traits. In other words, how much one cares about 
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what he/she is made up of is just as much a part of self-concept as the specific trait 

itself. Thus, the idea of the hierarchical structure of self-esteem was born. How a 

person ranks his/her feelings about traits forms his/her self-concept. "Some 

dispositions rank high on our hierarchy of values-some stand at the center of our 

feelings of self-worth-whereas others are relegated to the periphery" (Rosenberg, 

1976, p4). So when viewing self-concept, one must be situation specific. In other 

words, when studying the relationship among self-esteem and academic 

achievement, the use of the facet of self-esteem known as academic self-concept 

has proven most effective. Rosenberg (1976), states, 'Whether a high school 

student will apply for college will depend not so much on how intelligent he is as 

on how intelligent he thinks he is"(p.27). 

Many research studies have been conducted to determine if self-concept can be 

broken down into different categories. According to Byrne, "self-concept 

comprises at least three and sometimes four differentiable facets corresponding to 

how individuals view themselves in specific situations. Typically these include 



academic, social, physical and sometimes emotional dimensions"(1984, p.430). 

One of the goals of these former studies was to prove that the individual 

components of self-concept could stand as independent constructs. In a 1982 

study conducted by Shavelson and Bolus, it was concluded that self-concept can 

be considered a hierarchical construct with global self-concept at the apex and 

situation specific self-concepts at the base. Through the use of a structural 

equation model, they found that the facets of self-concept were equally stable. 

More specifically, researchers such as Shavelson studied specific factors of self­

concept and focused on perceived competence as a critical dimension of the self­

concept. Some of these specific aspects of the self-concept are academic, social, 

and physical self-perceptions. Shavelson believed that these specific aspects were 

multifaceted and differentiated. Ibis lead Shavelson to operationally define self­

concept as perceptions of ability in different areas. General self-worth or self­

esteem is seen as a dimension separate from the specific aspects of self-concept. 

To integrate all of these separate concepts, Shavelson proposed that self­

concept be arranged in a hierarchical format, more specifically, "perceptions of 

specific behaviors at the base, topped by inferences about sub-areas such as 

particular academic subjects, topped by more general perceptions in a given sub­

area, with general self-concept at the apex" (Wigfield & Karpathian, 1991, p.239). 

It was also found that those general perceptions from the given sub-areas, such as 

academic self-concept were more stable than those found at the very bottom. 
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Shavelson and Bolus tested these views through a structural modeling analysis. 

Results from this process confirmed that a multi-faceted, hierarchical model fit 

self-concept data better than an uni-dimensional model or a model containing two 

dimensions (self-concept and academic self-concept). Much of the work done in 

the field of self-concept has had its emphasis in Shavelson' s hierarchical 

framework of self-concept. For example, another study which was conducted in 

1982, this time by Byrne, provided further evidence to support the findings of 

Shavelson and Bolus. However, Byrne found academic self-concept to be slightly 

more stable than global self-concept, thus, confirming the notion that the facets of 

self-concept could be studied individually. 

Academic Self-concept and Achievement 

With empirical evidence validating the idea of separating self-concept into its 

sub-components, many new areas of educational research were opened up for 

social scientists. One of the most heavily studied aspects of self-concept has 

become academic self-concept. Academic self-concept, also referred to as self­

concept of ability, has been defined as "a person's conception of bis/her own ability 

to learn the accepted types of academic behavior''(Brookover & Thomas, 1964, 

p.271). One of the most common research topics involving academic self-concept, 

has been the study of its relationship with academic achievement. 

The correlation studies that have been conducted to date have repeatedly found 

a significant positive relationship between academic self-concept and academic 

achievement (Byrne, 1984; Calsyn & Kenny, 1977; Mboya, 1986). Also, "studies 
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have revealed academic self-concept and academic achievement to be stronger 

than the relationship between global self-concept and academic achievement" 

(Byrne, 1984, p.450). It has also been noted that the correlation between 

academic self-concept and academic achievement has been found to be stable over 

time. To view this relationship more closely, a few specific correlation studies 

have been included. 

One study conducted in 1985 explored the relationship between academic self­

concept and achievement for African American adolescents. The researcher, 

Mboya ( 1986), found that a significant positive relationship existed between self­

concept of academic ability and academic achievement (r = 0.46, p = 0.001). In 

the same study, no significant relationship was found between global self-concept 

and achievement (r =0.04, p = .52). This prompted the author to conclude that, 

'1he enhancement of global self-concept might not be a potent intetvention for 

academic improvement for black adolescents" (Mboya, 1986, p.694). He 

continued to say, "the results of this study concur with Jordan's (1981) findings 

that academic self-concept is an important dimension in academic achievement. 

To black adolescents, the role of academic self-concept in academic achievement is 

very crucial"(Mboya, 1986, p.695). In summary, this study found strong evidence 

for the multidimensional self-concept approach in understanding achievement and 

its relationship to self-concept. This contradicts the thrust in public schools to 

improve African American achievement by attempting to raise global self-concept 



through programs that fall under the title of Afro-centric education (Fletcher, 

2000; Sbokraii, 1998). 
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A similar study was conducted in 1977 using a sample consisting of Hispanic 

and Caucasian fourth and sixth graders. This sample was divided into four groups 

based on grade level and ethnicity. The reason for using this diverse sample was to 

obtain an idea of the generality of the findings. In other words, the researchers 

wanted to know if this link between achievement and academic self-concept was a 

universal phenomenon or if it is just true for certain populations. Through the 

study, it was discovered that "a factor specific model of self-concept is of greater 

utility in assessing the relationship between self-concept and achievement than is 

the undifferentiated or global model" (Mintz & Muller, 1977, p.56). Although 

several factors of self-concept were investigated in this study, it was determined 

that academic performance was most related to those factors of self-concept 

closely related to academic performance such as self-concept of academic ability. 

Even though significant positive correlations did exist in this realm, the correlation 

coefficients for different factors of self-concept and achievement, which included 

success and student-sel( merely ranged from .22 to .39 at the p=.05 level. 

In addition to the above results, data also suggested that "not all groups of 

children show the same relationship between achievement and self-concept" (Mintz 

& Muller, 1977, p.56). Self-concept was significantly correlated with achievement 

for all groups except the group of sixth graders with Hispanic decent. This 

Hispanic group of sixth graders seemed to provide data, which produced no 
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significant correlation between self-concept and achievement. No reasons for this 

difference in correlation were given; however, readers were cautioned about 

interpreting the differences between the groups in this study. Because the 

researcher had no way to equate the groups based on socioeconomic status, the 

difference in correlation could not be attributed to ethnicity. Overall, the authors 

of the study believed that the results not only showed moderate generality but also 

that differences in results of prior self-concept studies might be due to the 

population sampled. It also indicated that other important factors are involved in 

achievement such as socioeconomic status. 

One surprising factor from this study involving Caucasian and Hispanic 

students was the overall low correlations between self-concept and achievement 

which ranged from .10 to .26 at the p = 0.05 level. According to Mintz and 

Muller, this suggests that "even if self-concept should influence achievement, it 

does not have a profound effect. This raises significant questions regarding the 

efficacy of school programs that seek to raise achievement through the vehicle of 

self-concept enhancement',(1977, p.56). This would also lead one to believe that 

students as a group have fairly inaccurate self-concepts. The authors continue to 

state that this is not a shock due to the fact that "children rarely receive any 

systematic instruction in self-appraisal (e.g., they are not taught how to form 

accurate self-concepts)"(Mintz & Muller, 1977, p.56). In a way, this places some 

doubt on almost all studies that have been conducted on the topic of self-



concept because almost all studies involve the use of a self-report -instrument of 

self-concept. 
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In a study conducted by Calsyn and Kenny (1977), correlations were also 

computed between self-concept of ability and grade point average. In this study, 

results were compared by gender and socioeconomic status (SES). Results from 

the study indicated that all self-concept variables tested correlated positively with 

SES(p<.01). More specifically, students with higher SES had higher grade point 

averages and positive self-evaluations of academic ability. This would imply that 

SES plays an important role in both achievement and feelings of academic self­

worth. This would confirm the concerns of Mintz and Muller in the previous study 

about making conclusions about achievement when SES has not been accounted 

for. 

The sex differences on the mean values, although significant (p<.01), were not 

as large as the SES differences. «Although females tended to have higher grades 

than males (ranging from .21 to .58 of a standard deviation), males tended to have 

higher self-concept of ability (ranging from .16 to .25 of a standard deviation)" 

(Calsyn & Kenny, 1977, p.139). Although this data was very interesting, no 

conclusions were drawn or reason given to explain these differences. The truth of 

the matter is that there are many factors related to achievement. One such 

important factor found in existing literature is academic motivation. 
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Academic Motivation and Achievement 

From even a quick review of the literature on the topic of self-concept and 

academic performance, it would be difficult to deny the existence of a positive 

relationship between the variables of academic self-concept and achievement 

(Byrne, 1984; Mboya, 1986; Calsyn & Kenny, 1977). However, most practicing 

educators would probably unanimously agree that there is more to achievement 

than feelings of self-worth. Students need to desire education in order to benefit 

from it. This would follow the old adage, ''you can lead a horse to water but you 

can't make it drink''. In other words, educational systems can provide excellent 

curriculum and programs to boost self-esteem, but if a student does not aspire to 

reach high educational goals he/she will not achieve high educational levels. 

In some literature, this concept of aspiration is referred to as school 

commitment. Murdock and Phelps (1973) introduced this concept and it refers to 

the attitude of the pupils towards school. According to Muijs, "it is related to, but 

not interchangeable with school achievement, influencing school achievement, but 

at the same time being influenced by it "(1997, p.266). This suggests that school 

commitment is almost an inseparable factor of achievement-with the direction of 

causal effect almost impossible to determine. Regardless of directionality, it is 

important to help children develop the motivation to set high standards and to 

work hard for success. "Academic performance seems more related to children's 

ability to set academic standards and to persist in trying to meet them than it is to 

their self-esteem"(Moeller, 1994, p.36). Moeller continues to say that, 
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.. . the massive efforts to improve global self-esteem of children are misplaced. 

Rather than developing programs to improve self-esteem, elementary teachers 

would profit more by focusing on devising better ways of teaching children 

basic skills and on helping young children develop higher levels of 

achievement motivation (1997, p.36). 

When viewing motivation in the academic setting, it is important to be able to 

identify students with high academic achievement motivation from those with low 

academic achievement motivation. Farquhar (1963) does this through a summary 

of a polar theory of high and low academic achievement motivation. In summary, 

students with high academic motivation have a need for Jong-term involvement, for 

unique accomplishment, and to compete with a maximal standard of excellence. 

Students with low motivation, on the other hand, have a need for short-term 

involvement, common accomplishment, and to compete with a minimal standard of 

excellence. It is important to view this dichotomy early in the literature review, 

because, for the most part, the latter researchers used these concepts as the 

foundation for their studies. 

Theory of Achievement Motivation 

Atkinson has been one of the leading theorists behind motivation theory. 

Atkinson's Theory of Achievement Motivation states that in situations that require 

skill and competence, students will either have a motive to approach success or a 

motive to avoid failure. 



The overriding hypothesis is that, in achievement situations, students, for 

whom motive for success is greater than motive to avoid failure 

(Achievement-Oriented Students), will exhibit highest motivation when the 

probability of success is moderate, and lowest motivation when 

there is no chance of success or there is guaranteed success. Conversely, 

students, for whom motive to avoid failure is greater than motive for success 

(Failure-Threatened Students), will exhibit lowest motivation when 

probability of success is moderate. (Maehr & Sjogren, 1972, p.145) 

In short, this concept states that, achievement-oriented students will be more 

inclined toward challenge as long as there is a possibility for success as the task 

continues to increase in difficulty. 

In addition, the theory also hypothesizes for persistence. The theory states 

that; 
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.. . achievement-oriented students should be more motivated to the task and 

hence, persist longer when the probability of success is moderate; failure 

threatened students will be less motivated toward the task and hence, persist for 

shorter period under the same condition (Maehr & Sjogren, 1972, p.146). 

In all, achievement-oriented students will continue to try when the task is difficult 

as long as there is a moderate possibility of success. Along these lines it has also 

been noted that, "students with high achievement motivation are concerned more 

directly with achieving success or attaining a maximum level of aspiration" (Jones, 

1975, p.5). Together, these components have formed the general theoretical 



framework, which has been used as the basis for many educational studies 

involving motivation and academics. 

Empirical Studies 
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In a study conducted by Russell (1969), achievement motivation was correlated 

with academic achievement as measured through the California Achievement Test. 

Correlation coefficients were both positive and strong ranging from .604 to . 718 

(p<.001). What makes Russell's results unique is the fact that he used a 

standardized test to estimate achievement unlike other studies, which used teacher 

marks, or GP A, to represent achievement. Russell contends that GP A may reflect 

the attitudes of pupils and the attitudes of teachers toward students. On the other 

hand, standardized achievement tests have not shown evidence of being effected by 

these characteristics. This was used as the basis of Russell's conclusion that, 

"correlations between motivation scores and achievement scores on a test widely 

used as a criterion measure in education research appear high enough to suggest 

that objectively measured motivation for school work can be useful as a predictor 

of pupil achievement"(1969, p.266). This theory set the stage for new studies 

involving motivation and achievement. 

Uguroglu and Walberg (1979) conducted a meta-analysis in which the results 

were less impressive. Through an analysis from a calibration sample of 22 studies 

and a validation sample of 18 studies, it was determined that the observed 

correlations between motivation and educational achievement had a mean of .338 

indicating only 11.4% of the variance accounted for in achievement was due to 
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motivation. Because of this, it was their suggestion that "multiple or multi­

factorial measures of motivation rather than more internally consistent single 

measures,, be used to improve predictions concerning motivation and achievement 

(Uguroglu & Walberg, 1979, p.387). This is inconsistent with other studies that 

have found correlations as high as .5 to . 7 to describe the relationship between 

motivation and achievement. 

Although the :findings from the above quantitative synthesis were not 

encouraging, positive relationships have been found with studies involving the 

effects of achievement motivation training in schools. McClelland ( 1972) reports 

that there have been dozens of achievement motivation courses given to hundreds 

of students in different parts of the United States. One of the most impressive 

studies was conducted in St. Louis. The design was experimental in nature and 

involved students from predominately African American ghetto schools. The 

concept, according to McClelland, found in motivation training "involves teaching 

children directly how to think, talk, and act like a person with high achievement 

motivation and then examining carefully the extent to which they wanted to plan 

their lives in the immediate future,,(1972, p.130). The experimental group was 

trained using this method for one school year while the control group did not 

receive achievement motivation training. At the end of the school year, according 

to McClelland, those who did not receive training from their teachers fell behind 

expected grade levels on various test scores on the Iowa Test of Basic Skills while 

those who received motivation training ended up with scores that were at or a little 
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above grade norms for the test. "These results leave little doubt that achievement 

motivation training can have fairly dramatic effects on school performance if it is 

properly understood by teachers and integrated throughout the year with their 

regular classroom work" (McClelland, 1972, p.132). 

In a causal comparative study conducted by Calsyn and Kenny, it was found 

that males generally have higher educational plans and aspirations than females 

(1977). It was also found that GPA was causally predominant over both 

educational plans and educational aspirations in female respondents. In other 

words, females wait for approval of their work and ability before making future 

plans or setting goals. Although this was statistically significant for females, "these 

patterns rarely reached statistical significance in male respondents and do not seem 

to vary according to SES grouping'' (Calsyn & Kenny, 1977, p.141). This 

difference in the sexes has been attnouted to previous research that females are 

more likely than males to use feedback in order to modify self-evaluations and 

future expectations. This implies that there could possibly be an interactive gender 

effect of motivation and academic self-concept on achievement. 

Interactive Effect of Academic Self-concept and Motivation with Achievement 

As seen in earlier parts of the literature review, most data that exist view 

academic self-concept and achievement motivation as unique contributors to 

achievement. Unfortunately, not as much information exists about the common 

contributions of academic self-concept and motivation to achievement. 

Considering the fact that most researchers and educators can agree upon the fact 



that no single construct can predict achievement, this deficit in empirical studies 

involving interactive effects is disappointing and in some ways negligent. 

A study conducted by Jordan found significant evidence for the need to use 

commonality techniques to assess the contributions to the criterion variance 

(achievement) made by the predictor variables (academic self-concept and 

motivation). Her regression analysis procedure yielded multiple correlation 

coefficients of .65 and .61 and coefficients of determination of 43% and 38% 
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(p<. 000 I) for females and males, respectively. These results lend support to the 

notion that "affective factors such as self-concept and motivation are significantly 

related to academic performances" (Jordan, 1981, p.512), accounting for nearly 

80% of the variance in GP A 

Although the study conducted by Jordan was encouraging, lack of similar 

studies provides a strong rationale for this relationship to be further investigated. 

This proposed study was an attempt to provide more data about the independent 

contribution of academic self-concept and motivation to achievement as well as 

their common or joint contribution to achievement. 

Three hypotheses were tested in this study: I) there is a significant positive 

relationship between academic self-concept and achievement, 2) there is a 

significant positive relationship between academic motivation and achievement, 

and 3) both academic motivation and academic self-concept are significant 

predictors, both uniquely and interactively, of academic achievement. 

I 
I ' 

I 



Participants 

CHAPTER III 

RESEARCH l\1E1HODOLOGY 

A sample of 125 students was chosen from approximately 600 sophomore 

students at Belleville East High School in Illinois. All of the students in the target 

population were between 15 and 16 years of age. Because Belleville East serves 

both suburban and rural areas, the target population is culturally diverse as well as 

representative of several different levels of socioeconomic status. Because of this 

diverse student body, the sample had these same characteristics. Unfortunately, 

because the research took place in the school setting, the use of convenience 

sampling was necessary. However, in order to ensure all levels of ability would be 

represented in the sample, the sample was stratified based on ability level by 

randomly selecting classes from the three different levels of sophomore ability­

Beginning Algebra, Geometry, and Honors Geometry. Two classes from each 

ability level were selected. The final sample comprised 125 sophomore students 

from varying academic abilities, gender, race, and socioeconomic status. More 

specifically, the sample consisted of students ranging from fifteen to sixteen years 

of age. Overall, there were 63 females and 62 males. In terms of race, there were 

95 Caucasians, 15 African Americans, six Asians, three Hispanics, one Native 

American, and five who classified themselves as ''other". 
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Instrumentation 

Academic selj-conceptwas defined as the level to which a student rates 

bimself7herself in terms of academic ability as compared to his/her peers. To 

measure this construct, the Self-Concept of Ability Scale: General Form (See 

Appendix B) was administered. According to the author of the test, Wilbur 

Brookover, ''this tool was developed to measure the relationship between self­

definitions of academic ability and actual school achievement of high school 

students" (1964, pl). The self-report scale consists of eight items rated on a five­

point Likert-type scale. Based on the response, a score between 1 and 5 is 

awarded to the respondent for each question. Adding the points awarded for each 

question will result in a possible total of 40 points. A score of 40 is indicative of 

high self-concept of academic ability. Lower scores would represent lower self­

concept of academic ability. Half of the items ask students to rank their present 

school ability as compared to other classmates while the remaining four items ask 

students to rate their future academic ability. 

The Self-Concept of Ability Scale was originally designed for high school and 

junior high school students. Brookover used a sample of 49 high and low­

achieving students to develop the instrument. The instrument was then given to 

1,050 seventh graders to determine reliability. According to Brookover (1964), 

Hoyt's analysis of variance was used to determine reliabilities of the general self­

concept scores to be .82 for males and . 77 for females. A scalogram analysis 

produced coefficients of reproducibility to be .95 for males and .96 for females. 
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This instrument was easy to administer and easy to score. The questions seem 

to tap what it purports to measure which suggests that the instrument has good 

face validity. According to existing literature, this scale has been widely used in 

research throughout the United States. 

Academic motivation was defined as the desire for education and academic 

achievement as measured through the willingness to try and to compete 

academically and was measured by the Achievement Motivation scale (See 

Appendix B). According to the author of the instrument, Ivan Russell, 

Achievement Motivation was "designed to assess high school students' motivation 

for school learning'' (1969, p. 263). This 30 item self-report instrument measures 

students' desire for school accomplishment, willingness to try, and utility for 

competition. Students are asked to respond yes or no to a series of statements. 

For each "yes" response to a question, the student is rewarded one point. The 

overall score is determined by the sum of all the points awarded from the 30 

questions. Thirty points are possible-with higher scores representing high 

achievement motivation, and lower scores representing lower achievement 

motivation. 

The original 50 item teacher-constructed test was administered to 100 

randomly selected ninth grade males in an urban high school in Kentucky. The test 

was then narrowed to 32 items and administered again to a group of 50 male and 

50 female ninth-grade students in a rural Kentucky high school. The test was then 

narrowed to 30 items and was given to another group of 100 mixed ninth-graders 
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in a consolidated high school to establish reliability. Because this study involved 

both rural and urban students of age 15 to 16, the norm group was congruent with 

the sample for this study. The original study also separated students by 

mathematical ability, similar to the population of this study. 

The instrument seems to be reliable and valid. According to Russell (1969), the 

30-item test has a split-half coefficient of .945, based on the Spearman-Brown 

formula. The results suggest that data obtained from the instrument had a positive 

correlation (.705) with achievement test scores. 

To measure scholastic achievement an archival review of students' grade point 

averages from the previous year was conducted. These grades are more indicative 

of typical performance than first marking period grades, which can sometimes be 

inflated. Because self-concept and academic motivation seem to be constructs that 

remain consistent over time, it was determined that using previous GP A data 

would be appropriate and justified. 

Procedures 

Group testing procedures were used for both instruments administered in the 

study. Data was collected for both instruments from this sample during the regular 

math class time on the third day of school. The regular classroom teacher served 

as the proctor of the instruments. All proctors were given the same verbal and 

written instructions for proper test administration as well as to ensure the 

maintenance of standardized procedures. Participants were assigned alphanumeric 
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these students academically. If a longitudinal study could determine exactly where 

it is along the educational line that some students become lost, as well as determine 

if faltering academic self-concept and motivation are the reasons why they become 

lost, special care could be given to these factors during those years to possibly 

rescue some students' academic careers. Once again, it would be premature to 

develop and implement such programs from the evidence gathered in this study. 

In conclusion, the data produced by this study does support the hypotheses 

involving the selected academic variables, academic self-concept, motivation, and 

achievement. However, due to the lack of causation evidence, the answer to the 

age-old question, " what came first ... ?" is still a mystery, causing the creation and 

implementation of programs involving self-concept and motivation to be too risky 

at this time. This does not mean that nothing has been gleaned from this study. 

Counselors and educators should take heed of the fact that achievement is 

somehow linked to these variables. When assisting students with educational goals 

and with overcoming academic obstacles, special care should be given to these 

factors, as well as, making students aware of the fact that these variables do play 

an important part in their academic success. 



APPENDIX A 

September 12, 2000 

Dear Parent/Guardian, 

Your child's math class has been randomly selected to participate in a brief 
questionnaire, which will be given sometime during the week of September 18. 
The data that will be collected is to be used for the thesis requirement for the 
completion of my masters degree program. The survey will cover academic self­
concept and academic motivation. Participation in the study is purely voluntary 
and the results are to be used solely for the completion of the thesis. The results 
from the survey will have no impact on you child's math grade. All participants 
will remain anonymous throughout the entire study and reporting of results. 

If you have no objections to your child's participation in the study, there is no 
need to return the form below. However, if you would rather that your child not 
complete the questionnaire, please return the bottom portion of this letter by 
Monday, September 18. Your child will in no way be penalized for not 
participating in the questionnaire. 

If you have any questions about the questionnaire or the study in general, 
please feel free to contact me at school. I thank you in advance for your time and 
your cooperation. 

Sincerely, 

Anita Steinmann 
Belleville East 
Math Instructor 
222-3700 
(Voicemail 4783) 

I would rather my child, ________________ __, not 
(child's name) 

participate in the questionnaire that is to be given during the week of September 
18. 

Parent/Guardian's Signature Date 
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APPENDIXB 

Self-Concept of Ability Scale: General Form 

& 

Achievement Motivation Scale 
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Directions: Circle the letter in front of the statement which best answers 
each question. 

1. Which math class are you enrolled in currently? A Beginning Algebra 
B. Geometry 
C. Honors Geometry 

2. What is your gender? A. Female B. Male 

3. What year are you in school? A 9 B. 10 C. 11 D. 12 

4. What is your race?(Check the one that most applies) A African American 
B. Asian American 
C. Caucasian 

American 
D. Hispanic 

American 
E. Native American 
F. Other 

5. How do you rate yourself in school ability compared with your close friends? 
A I am the best 
B. I am above average 
C. I am average 
D. I am below average 
E. 1 am the poorest 

6. How do you rate yourself in school ability compared with those in your class at 
school? 

A I am among the best 
B. I am above average 
C. I am average 
D. I am below average 
E. I am among the poorest 
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7. Where do you think you would rank in your class in high school? 

A. Among the best 
B. Above average 
C. Average 
D. Below average 
E. Among the poorest 

8. Do you think you have the ability to complete college? 
A. Yes, definitely 
B. Yes, probably 
C. Not sure either way 
D. Probably not 
E. No 

9. Where do you think you would rank in your class in college? 
A. Among the best 
B. Above average 
C. Average 
D. Below average 
E. Among the poorest 

10. In order to become a doctor, lawyer, or university professor, work beyond 
four years of college is necessary. How likely do you think it is that you could 
complete such advanced work? 

A. Very likely 
B. Somewhat likely 
C. Not sure either way 
D. Unlikely 
E. Most unlikely 

11. Forget for a moment how others grade your work. In your own opinion, how 
good do you t:bink your work is? 

A. My work is excellent 
B. My work is good 
C. My work is average 
D. My work is below average 
E. My work is much below average 

12. What kind of grades do you think you are capable of getting? 
A. Mostly A's 
B. Mostly B's 
C. Mostly C's 
D. Mostly D' s 
E. Mostly F's 



Directions: Circle the response that best describes your opinion. 

13. Students should set their goals only as high as they can easily reach. 
yes no 

14. Does it bother you if another student makes better grades than you do? 
yes no 
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15. Would you rather be a leader in a small school than to be just another student 
in a large school? 

yes no 

16. Does failure discourage you from trying as hard the next time? 
yes no 

17. You should select your friends from among those whose goals are generally as 
high as your own. 

ye.s no 

18. Would you like to take a school subject in which no tests were to be given? 
yes no 

19. Do you often compare your work with the work of others? 
yes no 

20. Are you usually on time with written assignments? 
yes no 

21. Do you believe, 'Win or lose, who cares?" 
yes no 

22. Do you try to make better grades than other students in your classes? 
yes no 

23. Rewards should be given regardless of effort or achievement. 
yes no 

24. Would you, or do you, enjoy being one of the class leaders? 
yes no 

25. The person who makes the highest grade on a test is to receive an award. 
Would you stay home from a social event or an athletic contest to study? 

yes no 



26. Do you stick to an assignment until it is completed even though it is dull and 
boring to you? 

yes no 

27. If you lost several times consecutively, would you quit trying? 
yes no 

28. Would you prefer to enroll in a course in which no grades are to be given? 
yes no 

29. Would you ever enter a contest with other students knowing you had a very 
slight chance of winning? 

yes no 
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30. Do you think that school letters should be given for high grades as well as for 
football and basketball? 

yes no 

31. If you had to choose between taking part in a contest or being one of the 
judges, would you choose to be a judge? 

yes no 

32. Do you think that you enjoy trying to do well in your school subjects more 
than other girls and boys in your classes? 

yes no 

33. Would you prefer to sit in the back of a classroom? 
yes no 

34. Rewards earned are worth more than those which come without effort. 
yes no 

3 5. The more people who seek the same goal the harder you try for it. 
yes no 

36. What parents expect of their children is more important than what the chi.Id 
wants for himself 

yes no 

37. Your friend stopped running when it became evident that he was losing the 
race. Would you have stopped running in this situation? 

yes no 



38. Do you tell your parents about your successes? 
yes no 

39. Do you tell your parents about your failures? 
yes no 

40. When someone is being praised do you wish you were? 
yes no 

41. When someone else is praised does it cause you to give less effort? 
yes no 

42. Is there someone you enjoy beating in a contest or in school grades? 
yes no 
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