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Abstract 

It has been said that the whole is greater than the sum of its parts. The National Center for 

Education Statistics reports that 30% of students who graduated from high school do not enroll 

in college (NCES, 2018). This phenomenological study integrates several instruments to identify 

the motivational elements of amotivation, autonomy, extrinsic, and intrinsic motivational stimuli. 

The research data reveal that intrinsic motivational factors play a more significant role in the 

decision-making process. The participants in this study revealed their extrinsic and intrinsic 

motivation for postsecondary endeavors by articulating how they perceive decision-making for 

their actions. Participants of dual- and single-parent households scored higher for extrinsic over 

intrinsic factors. The data leads to the conclusion that students of dual-parent households have a 

great idea of individualism, but a greater need to prove themselves to others through a fear of 

failure. It was also determined that students of single-parent households are reluctant to make 

decisions on their own through an increased fear of failure. Engagement, and the values of desire 

and hope, lead to the application of intrinsic decision-making. Educators and learners have 

reached a fork in the road. 

Keywords: amotivation, autonomy, engagement, extrinsic, intrinsic, motivation 
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Chapter 1: Introduction  

It is difficult to calculate the number of first-year college students who may have heard a 

professor say—look to your left, now look to your right, one of the three of you will not be here 

next year. At this level, motivation could have been thwarted by a three-second comment. The 

National Center for Education Statistics (NCES; 2018) reported that between 1986 and 1996, the 

percentage of high school graduates going directly to college increased from 54 to 65%. From 

1997 to 2017, the percentage increased to 70%. The NCES report states that 41% of first-time, 

full-time students who enroll in college did not return the subsequent fall. Over the past 30 years, 

the attrition rate for first-year college students has averaged 38% (NCES, 2018). 

There are numerous explanations for the cause of a student not returning to an institution: 

academic, financial, or other personal circumstances. Preparing students for college entails they 

graduate from high school equipped with academic knowledge, an engaged mindset, and proper 

social skills to succeed (Van der Zanden et al., 2018). The processes of transitioning from 

secondary to postsecondary education begin when the student first considers the possibility of 

going to college and ends when the student fully adjusts to the new situation (Schlossberg et al., 

1991). 

High school educators can provide a student what is learned through content, provide 

how a person learns best through various inventory assessments, but not the why—understanding 

the why is the individual’s innate motivational behavior. Kashdan (2012) explained that one must 

act on curiosity to be fully engaged. Usher and Kober (2012) of George Washington University’s 

Center on Education Policy (CEP), reported that 40% of high school students identified 

themselves as unmotivated.  
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Statement of the Problem 

Motivation at the secondary level is a crucial part of education reform for postsecondary 

endeavors (Marrow & Ackermann, 2012). College administrators seek conclusive narratives for 

why students do not persevere (Pan et al., 2008). Vital to education reform is identifying the 

factors that promote long-term learning and achievement that center on the noncognitive 

functions of academic tenacity (Dweck et al., 2014). Academic tenacity for high school seniors is 

about having the motivation to engage in their learning.  

Research studies (Cook et al., 2017; McClintic-Gilbert et al., 2013; Paterson, 2018) 

illustrate that while high school students may have been prepared academically, they have not 

been adequately prepared to succeed in postsecondary institutions. Research findings support the 

need to identify the motivational factors for students before they transition from high school to 

the college experience (Cook et al., 2017; McClintic-Gilbert et al., 2013; Paterson, 2018). These 

studies illustrate the need to investigate how motivational factors contribute to the decision-

making process and student engagement (Pintrich, 2003) of high school seniors. 

A student that delays the enrollment process is 64% less likely to earn a bachelor’s 

degree (Bozick & DeLuca, 2005; Niu & Tienda, 2013). Decisions to not apply for college by the 

regular decision deadline could set the tone for long-term goals as well as impact collegiate 

options in the short-term (NCES, 2018). The information in this research focuses on several key 

elements. Specifically, it facilitates the (a) decision-making process of high school seniors of 

single parents, and (b) who do not apply for college by the standard college decision deadline. 

Purpose of the Study 

Since the 2000s, there have been multiple studies regarding high school motivation 

(DeBerard et al., 2004; Laskey & Hetzel, 2011; Pritchard & Wilson, 2007) and current research 
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maintains the focus on ensuring that students persist in the engagement of their course of study 

(McCracken, 2015). A college-bound student’s resolve to graduate not only affects the economic 

climate of the institution but the potential earnings of the student. Research has been extensively 

studied (Perry, 2010; Pritchard & Wilson, 2007) that focused on academic factors (ACT, GPA, 

SAT), and college first-year experience programs (Burks & Barrett, 2009).  

The road for student achievement has been paved with good intentions by educators. 

Districts provide a roadmap of the curriculum to drive a student toward success. Often, it is the 

educator in the driver's seat. By placing the student behind the wheel of their learning vehicle, 

the student must be observationally engaged to all of their surroundings (Appleton et al., 2006). 

When a student is engaged correctly, they can determine which route to take when approaching a 

fork in the road. Kashdan (2012) explained that one must act on curiosity to be fully engaged. 

The primary purpose of this research is to identify how motivational factors contribute to 

the decision-making process of high school seniors of single parent households who did not 

apply for a college by the January 31 deadline of their senior year. The information presented in 

this research is guided on the premise of multiple pillars supporting the decisions of high school 

seniors. The first pillar reinforces the mental effort of engagement that a student devotes to her or 

his educational direction. The second pillar supports the motivational factors that guide the 

decision-making process. 

Pillar 1—Engagement  

The general definition of engagement is the level of motivation that students perceive 

their learning through active involvement. The theory of change (Weiss, 1995) is a set of 

expectations and the connections of process actions and program outcomes. Change in education, 

whether to alter a mission statement or enhance instructional practices, centers on the desire to 
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fulfill the need yet to be met (Chen, 2015). Identifying the factors that influence a person to 

reach a decision can alter psychosocial positions. Appleton et al. (2006) contended the need to 

understanding the behavior of engagement as the relationship between the person and an activity. 

Astin (1999) proposed the foundation of engagement establishes a connection to how a student 

changes and develops as a result of active involvement academically. 

Pillar 2—Motivation  

There are multiple psychosocial developmental theories related to the motivational issues 

that high school seniors experience. Erickson (2003) identified competence, connection, and 

contribution as critical ingredients for youth development. These are essential for educating any 

student, and most importantly, for reversing blocked motivation done earlier to self-esteem. 

Learning is exciting to a five-year-old. Though some are academic naturals, others may struggle. 

Three significant transitions occur during a child’s development; elementary to middle school, 

middle to high school, and high school to college (Glossary of Education Reform, 2018). As a 

student migrates from elementary through middle and on to high school, that excitement can 

ultimately be tested out. Well-meaning educators intervene, praise, and offer rewards.  

As people mature, learning becomes work, and studies show that 80% of first-graders 

possess high self-esteem (Engel, 2015). When they reach high school graduation, the level drops 

to only 5% (Von Stumm et al., 2011). Many students may have faced so much failure that 

success seems unattainable. Ryan and Deci reported the two primary types of motivation as 

extrinsic and intrinsic (2000a). Domene et al. (2011) identified the additional motivation for the 

decision. Recent research has focused on academic engagement and classroom learning. Ryan 

and Deci analyzed schools that emphasized control and evaluation over development and support 

(2000b). 
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Amotivation. When a student has a deficient level of motivation for the given activity 

and does not exhibit intrinsic or extrinsic behaviors (Vallerand et al., 1993). An amotivated 

student will not know why they need to be engaged in the activity or task. The outcome is the 

behavior that relates to a lack of competence and commitment towards engagement (Deci & 

Ryan, 1985). 

Extrinsic Motivation. Categorized as learning-oriented and denotes the motives that are 

established outside of the behaviors they create. In essence, the motives for the behavior are not 

essential to the behavior itself (Hoyenga & Hoyenga, 1984). If a student is promised something 

as a reward for getting a good grade on a test, they only work hard for that one good grade, and 

therefore the motive is not to obtain knowledge. A prerequisite to learning is studying 

information, by coupling that with an extrinsic incentive to complete a given task has been found 

to decrease learner motivation (Hoyenga & Hoyenga, 1984). 

Intrinsic Motivation. Categorized as goal-oriented and requires effort and persistence to 

be put forth by each student. Intrinsically motivated students develop the goal to achieve and 

learn. When the student has a mastery goal united with the desire to obtain an understanding of a 

topic, the results have been found to align with active learning strategies and positive attitudes 

toward formal school education (Ryan & Deci, 2000a). 

Research Questions  

Q1. How do high school seniors of single parent households describe the college application 

process? 

Q2. How do seniors describe the motivation of the decision to delay applying to college?  

Q3. How do seniors who have not applied to a college describe the term flourish? 
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Definition of Key Terms 

Amotivation. The absence of intent to engage in an activity due to an individual’s 

behavior (Vallerand et al., 1993). 

Attitude. The psychological propensity to act in ways that determine likes and dislikes. 

In the context of this study, attitudes indicate what students think to or not to enroll, how they 

feel about the effort, and how they intend to behave toward the objective of enrolling. 

Autonomy. The sense that an individual is in control of their life and that a person’s 

behavior is self-directed and guided from a direct interest (Ryan & Deci, 2000a). 

Causality. One variable directly affects a change in the other. This cause-and-effect can 

be an event or even a phenomenon associated with a recipient (Ryan & Deci, 2000b). 

Competence. The feeling of a person that an individual can bring about desired 

outcomes. The first need described in the self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000a). 

Engagement. Level of motivation students has to learn and progress in their education. 

(Glossary of Education Reform, 2018). 

Extrinsic. Motivators that revolve around perceived or tangible external rewards (Deci & 

Ryan, 1985). 

Flourish. The position of perceived success in an endeavor or task (Merriam-Webster 

Dictionary, 2019).  

Hope. To want something to occur or be true (Merriam-Webster Dictionary, 2019). 

Intrinsic. The internal motivation requiring effort and persistence (Deci & Ryan, 1985). 

Motivation. An individual’s drive to reach the desired result (Glossary of Education 

Reform, 2018). 
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Relatedness. The need for an individual to engage in positive relations with other people. 

The second need promoted by the self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000b). 

Resiliency. Enables an individual to refocus efforts on the end goal after a setback 

(Yeager & Dweck, 2012). 

Transitioning. The academic, developmental, emotional, physical, and social changes of 

students that transpire between the three main points in education: elementary to middle school, 

middle to high school, and high school to college (Glossary of Education Reform, 2018). 

Summary 

The information provided through this study provides insight into the motivation toward 

the decision of high school seniors who do not apply for college by the given deadline. Studies 

illustrate that while high school students may have been prepared academically, they have not 

been adequately prepared with an engagement mindset of motivation in postsecondary 

institutions (Cook et al., 2017; Paterson, 2018). There are key benefits for giving voices to high 

school seniors of single parents who delay applying for a college. Through this research, that 

data facilitates the discussion and adds to the literature for high school seniors’ preparation for 

college. Students can have long-term economic benefits and to help enhance a student’s self-

esteem. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

According to the United States Department of Education National Center for Education 

Statistics, 70% of students who graduated from high school enroll in college (NCES, 2018). The 

use of the term colleges shall refer to a 2- or 4-year college or university. High school guidance 

offices of county public schools in Maryland provide students with resources oriented toward 

college awareness. The awareness provides students with an understanding of available college 

application options, as well as the application process. 

Traditionally, the process of college choice has been outlined from three standpoints: 

economic, psychological, and sociological (Hossler et al., 1989, 1999). As college choice is 

frequently examined within one of these three concepts, multiple paradigms have been 

established to understand the process better. Developed by Hossler and Gallagher (1987), the 

three-stage model illustrates the sequential stages of a student's college choice. The first stage of 

predisposition is grounded in this stage and usually occurs between grades 7 and 10 when a 

student decides whether or not to go to college. The second stage occurs between grades 10 and 

12 as they search for additional information about several schools of interest through institutional 

visits and fairs, and online searches (Hossler & Stage, 1992). Students that decide in stage one to 

delay the decision of postsecondary articulation do not proceed to the second stage. This second 

stage establishes the foundation to identify the characteristics of a postsecondary institution. The 

last stage of choice occurs in grades 11 and 12 and refers to the decision-making processes 

toward a particular institution (Hossler et al., 1989). Factors such as family (cost of attendance, 

institutional reputation), institutional (academic programs, size), and self-determined factors 

(social atmosphere) can influence the decision-making process of college choice of students 

(Chapman, 1981; Chapman & Jackson, 1987; Hossler et al., 1989; Hossler et al., 1999). 
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According to data from the Cooperative Institutional Research Program (CIRP) at the 

Higher Education Research Institute of UCLA and the published American Freshman: Fifty-year 

Trends report (Eagan et al., 2016); as an approach to make the application process for college 

more competitive, students are placing an increased pressure on themselves through enrollment 

in more rigorous classes while in high school. The research reports that high school and college 

faculty should investigate how these academic pressures affect the emotional health of students. 

A students' drive to achieve academically has increased over time while their emotional health 

has declined. The American School Counselor Association (ASCA, 2019) reported that high 

school counselors and community resources facilitate the preparation of students for 

postsecondary endeavors by ensuring students have the necessary mindsets and behaviors to 

achieve academic outcome.  

Each high school in the surveyed district provides resources from Naviance (formerly the 

Student Loan Marketing Association) requiring the student to be self-regulating in tracking 

requested information. The school district, as the source of participants for this research, 

highlights the resource from Naviance as a comprehensive resource to facilitate possible career 

and college choices. The district believes this permits the students to develop a four-year plan for 

various available options. A variety of colleges conduct some orientation to the respective 

institutions in addition to financial information. Students, unfortunately, have to maintain a 

schedule of college visits, scholarships, and various opportunities throughout their high school 

years. Students may not have outlined a career or college path that would identify postsecondary 

endeavors. 

Planning for career and college provides all students with the opportunity to identify 

areas in need of improvement and interest, and strengths, so students can set postsecondary goals 
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and make informed choices in achieving their desired goals (Darling-Hammond et al., 2014). 

According to Savitz-Romer and Bouffary (2013), academic and career planning incorporates 

supporting the developmental processes (e.g., goal setting, identity development, motivation, 

relationship development, self-concept, and self- regulation).  

The College Board (2019) lists varying deadlines associated with each option of the 

college application process. Approximately 450 colleges offer the first option of early admission 

with most application deadline for consideration of October 31 of the senior year. The second 

option is early action, with an application deadline of November 15. Regular admissions are the 

third and most often utilized with a deadline date of January 31. The fourth and final is the 

rolling admission option, which has a first-come, first-served acceptance focus. Student decisions 

of school choice for enrollment are set at the national response date of May 1. 

Engaged students demonstrate an awareness of their academic journey. A report from the 

Indiana University Center for Evaluation and Education Policy (CEEP) highlights that 84% of 

students can identify their academic scope through their senior year in high school. Of the 

students surveyed, 41.9% identified their classes as general, 37.5% as advanced placement, and 

4.6% as vocational (Yazzie-Mintz, 2009). High school seniors face choices every day. The level 

of difficulty of decision-making can run from low to high. The level of engagement can also vary 

every day, along with the individual’s motivation to be engaged. The decision of a high school 

senior to engage in the process of applying to college begins before their senior year. “It’s not 

about making the right choice. It’s about making a choice and making it right” (Mosher et al., 

2015, p. 8). 

A decision by a student not to enroll or when to enroll in college can be analyzed and 

weighed for a lengthy period. The result for some is the realization that there is no such thing as 
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a right decision. The outcome was not a result of the initial choice, but rather the effort through a 

perception of autonomy (Dweck et al., 2014). Aldeman’s research (2006) found that high school 

students expected greater life-time earnings rose from 22% in 1982 to 59% in 1992 by attending 

college. IQS Research (2010) reported that 96% of Louisville students surveyed understood the 

significance of a degree. Students with a career goal, that does not require postsecondary 

education, professed little desire to take high school courses that required additional work 

(Bonous-Hammarth & Allen, 2005). Short and long-term data reported by Lin and Liu (2019) 

illustrated that 13 years after high school graduation; students that enroll directly in college 

earned an average of $35,000, students that delayed college enrollment earned just over $30,000, 

and students that did not enroll to college earned approximately $25,000.  

Multiple empirical studies report that distance, match, and price are relevant factors in the 

college application process (Avery & Hoxby, 2004; Drewes & Michael, 2006; Hoxby & Avery, 

2012; Long, 2004; Lovenheim & Reynolds, 2011; Niu & Tienda, 2008). According to Bettinger 

et al. (2012), a high school student with a financial application concern could have an impact on 

the decision to delay enrolling. Royster et al. (2015) reported that college-eligible students, with 

access to college-preparatory classes, must possess the desire to enroll in college. Research 

shows that students that delay college enrollment have initial earnings benefits; however, the 

potential future earnings become affected within a few years (Lin & Liu, 2019). 

Educators may have identified the goal of preparing a student that is college-ready 

through successfully mapping the academic achievement but fall short in addressing the situation 

of students who delay in applying to a college. Vansteenkiste et al. (2006) reported that in order 

to help students understand the concept of preparedness, a connection to education should be 

established through engagement and motivational dimensions that directly affect a students’ life. 

https://ezproxy.acu.edu:3119/article/10.1007%2Fs11162-018-9507-1#CR38
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The George Washington University’s Center on Education Policy (CEP) reported that even 

though 87% of high school students want to go to college, only 45% feel prepared for college, 

and 40% identified themselves as unmotivated (Usher & Kober, 2012).  

At the Center for Evaluation & Education Policy at Indiana University (CEEP), 

researchers investigated student engagement (Yazzie-Mintz, 2007) through the High School 

Survey of Student Engagement (HSSSE). Forty states and over 350,000 students have 

participated in this research as students were asked why they were disengaged. The most 

common responses: students indicate they are bored and do not perceive the relevance of the 

delivered information to their lives. Focusing on work can be tiring; students often decide to 

turn-off or tune-out if they do not find the effort rewarding enough. Engagement is the attention, 

interest, and focus required to build new knowledge or skills (Vansteenkiste et al., 2006). 

Motivation is an individual’s drive to reach the desired result (Deci & Ryan, 1985). The focus of 

this research is to give a voice to college eligible students who have elected to not enroll in a 

college by the regular decision deadline date. 

Engagement  

A high school senior who has delayed the college enrollment process could be a result of 

disengagement, fear, or the stress of the workload (Rodriquez et al., 2017). Various categories 

contribute individually or combine in various ways as a catalyst to engagement (Appleton et al., 

2008). The primary categories are academic, behavioral, cognitive, and psychological 

engagements. For this research, knowing that a students’ level of engagement contains elements 

of each category is beneficial when studying how motivation influences engagement. From the 

role in students transitioning from feeling motivated to the connecting and growing of learning, 

the analysis from previous research concluded the effects and function that lead to an increase in 
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the engagement level of high school seniors (Furrer & Skinner, 2003). Several engagement 

categories are provided to progress the discourse of the decision-making process of high school 

seniors delaying enrolling in college. 

Academic Engagement  

The academic engagement factor is a vigorous indicator in the classroom of student 

behavior and performance (Klem & Connell, 2004), an answer to student isolation (Fredericks et 

al., 2004), and an originator to academic achievement (Connell et al., 1994). Students exhibiting 

a low level of engagement commonly experience continuing unfavorable aftereffects such as 

absenteeism and disruptive behavior (Archambault et al., 2009; Rodríguez & Conchas, 2009; 

Rumberger, 2010). At this lower level, an engaged student is a significant experience toward the 

prediction and understanding of college attainment (Appleton et al., 2008). In contrast, students 

engaged in school have better attendance (Klem & Connell, 2004), are likely to develop higher 

grades (Goodenow, 1993), and exhibit higher college enrollment (Ekstrom et al., 1986). 

Behavior Engagement 

Classroom behaviors (Klem & Connell, 2004) illustrate that students that are more 

engaged pay more attention, exhibit more interest, and when a challenge arises, act with more 

persistence. The cyclical pattern in engagement research, known as the rich-get-richer (Appleton 

et al., 2008) illustrates when a student decides to be more engaged, the student will find it more 

accessible, more desirable, and therefore continue to engage in similar context later. Suggesting 

when a student receives proper support of engagement, the original behavior produces greater 

force leading to increasingly higher achievement.  
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Cognitive Engagement 

Three areas within the area of cognitive engagement concentrate on; the importance of 

the objective to be learned, learning goals, and the perceived relevance of schoolwork to future 

goals (Appleton et al., 2006). A dynamic relationship is established between the cognitive 

engagement and a student’s personal goal as well as their investment in learning (Greene et al., 

2004). Incentive motivation is influenced by cognitive engagement. A student with an increased 

need for reward illustrates an increased activity. Motivation plays an essential role in the control 

of the cognitive process (Ng, 2018).  

Psychological Engagement 

Student engagement is generally an essential element that results from the motivational 

processes (Furrer & Skinner, 2003). Engagement can be facilitated through conscious and 

subconscious activities and generally referred to as the collection of behaviors that propel a 

student toward growth. Fay (2000) highlighted the significance of evaluating three factors of a 

student’s life; the behavior and knowledge a student brings to school, personal value a student 

perceives to past and present experiences and the critical relationships with peers and educators. 

The experiences of autonomy, feelings of belonging, and relationships with peers and 

teachers play an essential part in engagement (Ryan & Deci, 2000a). Teachers often use a 

method of dip-sticking or scanning the classroom for student success. Teachers are continually 

looking for signs for student engagement. Teachers provide motivational feedback to students 

who demonstrate engagement through acute questions, completion of assignments, or on-task 

behaviors. Students that are engaged are provided with more motivational support from the 

instructional staff (Furrer & Skinner, 2003; Skinner & Belmont, 1993; Skinner et al., 2009). 
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Each category of engagement could contribute to the decision-making process; the 

influence of each should be carefully evaluated. The identified participants are students with an 

eligible 2.5 GPA, so the academic motivation could provide insight into the level of confidence 

or self-efficacy that the student has the knowledge or skills to embark on the college journey. 

The behavior model could contribute to the decision through momentum or a continuum of effort 

from classes in high school. The cognitive category highlights a personal goal and investment in 

learning. A student with cognitive engagement often views the result as the goal. The three 

factors of behavior, past and present experiences, and the critical relationships all parallel the 

self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985) in context to student engagement. The 

experiences of autonomy and a feeling of belonging within the psychological model provide a 

clear example of how a student is in control of their life and that a person’s behavior is self-

directed and guided from a direct interest (Ryan & Deci, 2000a). 

Motivation 

As we mature, obstacles increase, resulting in less desire to learn as incentives or the fear 

of failure move to the forefront (Eccles et al., 1998). Over time most of school becomes work as 

early curiosity is tested away (Engel, 2015). From first grade to high school, a high level of self-

esteem is reduced from 80% to only 5% (Von Stumm et al., 2011). Influencing the process are 

the three realms of motivation; amotivation, extrinsic, and intrinsic (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 1991). 

As reported by De Castella and Byrne (2015), 40% of high school seniors who delay the college 

enrollment process can be attributed to being unmotivated. 

When students do not enjoy learning, a lower interest level is exhibited, and in turn, the 

effort toward reaching a goal is reduced and that student is more likely to perform poorly or drop 

out of school (Deci, 1975; Vallerand et al., 1993). When students enjoy learning the interest level 



16 

 

is at a higher level and the effort toward achievement is heightened and outcomes are more likely 

to be achieved (Miserandino, 1996). Students that demonstrate an internal aspect toward 

motivation capitalize on psychological needs as the basis for their motivation (Deci & Ryan, 

1985, 1991). Combining traditional methods with the internal resource of motivation was 

introduced by Deci and Ryan (1985) as the self-determination theory (SDT). In particular, the 

need for autonomy (deCharms, 1968; Deci, 1975), competence (Harter, 1978; White, 1963), and 

relatedness (Baumeister & Leary, 1997) are essential for enhancing motivation (Reis et al., 2000; 

Ryan & Deci, 2000b). A representation for the level of motivation can be visualized with 

amotivation on the left, extrinsic in the middle, and intrinsic on the right.  

Previous studies around extrinsic and intrinsic motivation gather students into three main 

academic orientations; ego, task, or work avoidance. Task orientation references a student 

engaged in completing an objective to gain knowledge or a specific skill. The task engagement 

motive is not for a student to satisfy a personal need. Intrinsic motivation is present when the 

need of the student to be competent and self-determining results in an orientation toward task 

rather than learning and the need for achievement (Deci & Ryan, 1985). When a student is 

orientated around work avoidance, he or she has made the internal decision for this approach. 

Amotivation Motivation  

Occurs when an individual has deficient levels of motivation towards any given task. The 

individual will display neither intrinsic nor extrinsic based behavior (Vallerand et al., 1993). An 

amotivated student does not know why they need to be engaged within a given academic subject. 

Behavioral outcomes that relate to the feeling of amotivation lacks competence and commitment 

towards engagement (Deci & Ryan, 1985). Amotivation is placed on the left of the self-

determination continuum, indicating it has low if any self-determination towards the activity. 
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Decision Motivation 

Referred to as the decision task is considered the classic unmotivated learner. Decision 

motivation is when the student understands that an objective is to be completed but chooses to 

proceed or not to proceed. Whether they decide to complete a task such as enrolling in college or 

not could highlight the perceived importance of the task toward short or long-term goals 

(Elsworth, 2009). 

Decision motivation concentrates on how people choose between different actions or 

different goals. Mook (1996) maintained that action requires a decision on the cognitive level, so 

a person envisions the possible action, then considers the consequence to the action. This 

position occurred primarily from the work of Atkinson (1966), Heckhausen and Gollwitzer 

(1987), and Kuhl (1984). Atkinson’s theory applies to high school seniors who apply or do not 

apply for a college by the March 1 deadline, as the student would be motivated through either 

approach tendency or avoidance tendency. Approach tendency results from the perceived 

opportunity to achieve success and maximize satisfaction. Avoidance tendency results from 

perceived adverse outcomes, such as the expectation of failure. 

Moving toward a goal is the approach tendency; moving away from the goal is 

avoidance. A student cannot move toward a goal while moving away from the same goal at the 

same time. The conflict of approach-avoidance is raised when a goal has both negative and 

positive elements. At that point, approach and avoidance movement interact at the same time. A 

person may want a positive experience of eating dessert; at the same time, it would have a 

negative effect on the person attempting to lose weight. 

Elliot and Church (1997) proposed achievement goals centered on approach and 

avoidance. Elliot followed-up with the Hierarchical Model of Approach and Avoidance 
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Motivation (1999). Elliot’s model theorized a link is established between qualifications of 

behavior, cognition, and emotions to stimulate the adoption of achievement goals. 

Decision-making is the act of evaluating options and selecting the one most in-line to 

reaching the goal. Students that delay applying for a college could be labeled as procrastinators. 

Individuals defined as continual procrastinators fundamentally engage in the behavior when a 

task was perceived as somehow threatening. The task itself could influence the behavior. More 

often, the task represents a barrier to a goal and the perceived fear of failure toward the task 

(Ferrari et al., 1995; Tice & Baumeister, 1997). In the case of applying to a college, 

procrastination can be the conscious decision to use the time for other activities before the 

deadline. Procrastination can have a negative impact on the quality of a student’s work and has 

been connected to a diversity of adverse outcomes. 

A hedonistic treadmill is a process by which an individual becomes accustomed to a 

situation. Over time, positive and negative factors are reduced and are entirely natural. Another 

natural occurrence is the neurochemical process within the limbic system of the brain. The 

limbic system transmits to the body what is bad or good for the individual. When the individual 

is presented with a good experience, the brain releases four primary chemicals; dopamine, 

endorphin, oxytocin, and serotonin (Swenson, 2006; Turner, 2018). 

In the domain of motivational factors associated with decision-making, the chemical 

Dopamine is released to facilitate the energy needed to obtain rewards. When confronting fear to 

continue a task, the right amount of endorphin can be released when completing a sequential step 

for the task. The focus is on the determination and achievement step to make one feel good about 

their effort. One aspect of the self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985) is a sense off 

belongingness. Oxytocin is released by the brain when a person perceives a high level of trust 
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with others. While trust can take time to establish, the verification of trust will enhance the 

continuance of building trust with others. The fourth chemical that the brain releases, to increase 

a sense of safety, is serotonin. A positive attitude toward decision-making, and an understanding 

of options, a student can take pride in reaching the decision. If the student makes no decision, 

there will be no release of serotonin, and a reverse effect can occur (Ng, 2018). 

Extrinsic Motivation 

The motives that are separate from and on the outside of the behaviors they cause. 

Illustrating it is not essential for the behavior to be the result of the motive (Hoyenga & 

Hoyenga, 1984). The paramount if-then statement. If a student studies vigorously to do well on a 

test because the result is a new cell phone, then the motive behind preparing for the test is not the 

intended outcome of obtaining knowledge. A requirement of learning is the studying of 

information. The aspect of studying can be influenced through the use of extrinsic incentives; 

such as acceptance, money, or power, to produce varying results. Completing a task with 

external incentives has been found to decrease intrinsic motivation (Hoyenga & Hoyenga, 1984). 

It is essential to define the factors that affect motivation by researching extrinsic variables (Dev, 

1977). Students who require extrinsic motivation tend to prove competence, while students who 

utilize intrinsic motivation improve competence and learning (Schraw et al., 1995). 

Fear of Failure. Avoidance of learning situations is an attempt to avoid the fear of the 

situation. A student can avoid failure or the appearance of embarrassment by merely avoiding the 

achievement tasks. Fear of failure is reported to be most notable when a student attempts a 

moderate to a difficult task (Hoyenga & Hoyenga, 1984). The way for the student to avoid 

failure is to avoid those types of higher-level achievement tasks. The behavior is not an element 
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of intrinsic motivation, as students expect to fail at the higher-level task. The same student will 

succeed in more straightforward tasks. 

Fear of failure can restrict the qualities of intrinsic motivation. They can reduce positive 

behavior and may escalate a student avoiding academics altogether. To determine if the two 

variables are extrinsic motivators is to develop a study utilizing an inventory that includes the 

extrinsic and intrinsic factors of motivation (Hoyenga & Hoyenga, 1984). A student that 

associates with the trait of fear of failure could avoid enrolling in college as a means to avoid 

what is perceived as a high level of risk. 

Incentives. It is defined as the reward effect. First published studies (Deci, 1975) of 

intrinsic motivation examined the effects of monetary rewards on the motivation of college 

students. In succeeding studies, participants included preschool through high school students, 

and the effects of other tangible rewards, such as certificates and prizes, were examined. Those 

studies consistently revealed that extrinsic material rewards destabilized intrinsic motivation. 

Research reveals that when a student perceives an activity as initially enjoyable, then rewards are 

essential and expected when performing the activity. Deci et al. (1998) published the analysis of 

reward effects involving 128 experiments and illustrated conclusively that tangible extrinsic 

rewards do clearly and reliably destabilize intrinsic motivation. Deci further explained that 

students perceive extrinsic rewards to feeling controlled by the rewards. Promoting an incentive 

of increased wages associated with a college degree could overcome an initial reluctance to 

enroll. If a student perceives the reward is too distant, the reward itself could subvert intrinsic 

motivation (Deci et al., 1998). 
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Intrinsic Motivation 

Multiple applications for intrinsic motivators have been articulated; curiosity improves 

participation in an activity; desire, contributes to the activity’s success; and engagement for 

participating in or completing a task (Dev, 1997). A requirement of intrinsic motivation is the 

effort and persistence by an individual student to develop goals toward achievement or to learn; a 

goal of mastery of a topic has been found to have a direct correlation with achievement. The 

choice of simple versus difficult tasks revolves around effective learning strategies, effort, 

initiative, perceived ability, persistence positive attitudes toward school, and self-regulation 

(Archer, 1994; Garcia & Pintrich, 1996a, 1996b). 

Desire to Succeed. Confucius articulated it well; "the will to win the desire to succeed, 

the urge to reach your full potential. These are the keys that will unlock the door to personal 

excellence." The little muse illustrates the motivation to excel and move beyond a current level 

of ability. The application of approach tendency (Elliot, 1999) can fill the hole for self-efficacy 

and motivation to flourish, thus a desire to succeed. Establishing progressive tasks of difficulty 

reduce the fear of failure and guide the student toward success (Ferrer-Caja & Weiss, 2002). 

Hope. Snyder (2000) provided details of hope as a motivational factor. The model is 

composed of two processes aimed at goal achievement: (a) Pathways are the potential routes 

identified by a person's cognitive-based ability toward goals, and (b) agency thoughts are the 

affective desire to institute the identified pathways. Hope is defined as the perceived capability to 

develop various routes to reach desired goals and motivate oneself through agency by thinking to 

use those pathways (Snyder et al., 2003). In the context of delaying enrolling to college, a 

students' perceptions toward their capability to (a) identify the goal of continuing educational 

endeavors, (b) develop strategies specific to reaching the goal (pathways) by instigating, and (c) 
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maintain the motivation for using those strategies (agency). Pathways and agency elements are 

both crucial; each by itself is sufficient to pursue the goal and are positively related. 

Lopez (2013) articulated hope as an ancient virtue alongside faith and love. Lopez 

indicated that hope matters, people want hope in their future, and that hope is more important 

than one’s intelligence quotient (IQ). In referencing The Handbook of Positive Psychology, 

Snyder et al. (2002) reported that “hopeful thought reflects the belief that one can find pathways 

to desired goals and become motivated to use those pathways” (p. 257). 

Grit. Duckworth (2012) described grit as an essential aspect of establishing the passion 

and perseverance for long-term goals. In this context, grit is the element that propels an 

individual toward an engaged effort and the desired result to flourish in the postsecondary 

experience. Saunders-Scott et al. (2018) reported a direct effect of grit and SAT scores for 

student engagement. 

Resiliency. Dr. Norman Garmezy, a clinical psychologist, is often referred to as the 

founder of resilience research. Garmezy (1991) defined resilience as the capacity for recovery 

and to maintain adaptive behavior that may follow an initial retreat or incapacity upon 

introducing a stressful event. Garmezy contends protective factors influence resilience. Some of 

these influences include individual, attributes such as activity level, cognitive skills, and positive 

responsiveness to others; familial, a caring adult (parents or grandparents), and family structure; 

support, external factors to a family such as a supportive teacher, or a community structure 

within the greater community. Garmezy et al. (1984) developed the challenge model that 

explained as stress increases; competence is lowered. This model can help youths to develop 

coping skills and seek external and internal resources. 
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An individual may encounter a temporary setback, and it is the component of resiliency 

that enables that individual to refocus their efforts on the end goal. The Institute of Education 

Sciences (2010) evaluated multiple institutional interventions to determine that some 

interventions have failed to produce significant gains in postimplementation achievement (Garet 

et al., 2010; James-Burdumy et al., 2010; Somers et al., 2010). 

Analysis of the programs highlights the need for attention to the underlying psychology 

resilient responses to academic and social challenges (Duckworth et al., 2007). Based on the 

theoretical framework of risk and resiliency of Leclerc et al. (1998), Tichy (2017) ascertained 

that student perspective of the guidance and support that a school provides to a student 

experiencing a life event did not broadly impact academic achievement, it did provide the 

psychology resiliency. 

Theoretical Framework Discussion  

Self-determination theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan, 1985) reported that an individual is 

motivated to grow and change by psychological needs. Research in self-empowerment 

(Spreitzer, 1995), and self-determination (Deci & Ryan, 1995) revealed that involvement could 

be illustrated as a configuration of intrinsic motivation toward completing tasks exhibited 

through several factors; meaning or relatedness (Spreitzer, 1995), competence (White, 1963), 

autonomy, and impact (Spreitzer, 1995) affect motivation. Research distinguishes between 

controlling and autonomy-supportive environments (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Deci et al., 1981). The 

researchers hypothesized that controlling climates would undermine intrinsic motivation, and 

that autonomy-supportive climates (parents or teachers) would heighten intrinsic motivation 

(Deci & Ryan, 1985; Deci et al., 1981; Flink et al., 1990; Pelletier & Vallerand, 1996; Pittman et 

al., 1982; Ryan & Grolnick, 1986). 
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The factor of meaning, or relatedness, is when individuals perceive future endeavors of 

career or college as having importance or value (Zhang & Bartol, 2010). The competence factor 

is the individual's attitude of confidence or self-efficacy. The person has the knowledge and 

skills to complete the objective (Bandura, 1986; Conger & Kanungo, 1988). The self-

determination factor of autonomy denotes whether the student feels that they possess the 

freedom to choose how they complete their work (Avolio et al., 2004). In the end, the impact 

factor reflects the magnitude a person perceives their work influences achieving the purposes of 

a given task (Avolio et al., 2004; Spreitzer, 1995). 

Research into the development of motivation reports that self-determination is a 

contributing factor, and boundaries between amotivation, extrinsic, and intrinsic motivation 

exists. Self-determination theory challenges the instructional practices that appeal only to a 

students' internal motivations that contribute to academic tasks. The catalyst for behavior may be 

external to the individual, but the expectations from external conditions can be internal and result 

in functioning on the autonomous level (Appleton et al., 2008). 

By isolating the three areas of motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000b), the concept of extrinsic 

motivation is expanded as it represents the "performance of an activity in order to attain some 

separable outcome" (p. 71) and has four distinctive subtypes. Reviewing the domain of 

amotivation, this is when a student has a deficient level of motivation for the given activity and 

does not exhibit intrinsic or extrinsic behaviors (Vallerand et al., 1993). A student in this domain 

will not know why they need to be engaged in the activity or task. The outcome is the behavior 

that relates to a lack of competence and commitment towards engagement (Deci & Ryan, 1985). 

The first extrinsic motivational factor is external regulation. This is the functioning behavior(s) 

that "satisfy an external demand or reward contingency" (p. 72), referred to as incentives for this 
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study. The second extrinsic factor of introjected regulation engages a possibility of self-worth 

and results when behaviors are "performed to avoid guilt or anxiety or to attain ego 

enhancements such as pride" (p. 72), referred to as a fear of failure for this study. An example 

would be a student who studies for an exam to promote a feeling of sufficiency.  

The first intrinsic factor identified regulation, is initiated from a "conscious valuing of a 

behavioral goal or regulation, such that the action is accepted or owned as personally important" 

(Deci & Ryan, 1985, p. 72). This subtype can be presented when students value learning the 

material by studying for an exam instead of devoting time with their peers because they perceive 

the importance of their continuing education to perform well on the assessment; referenced for 

this study as the desire to succeed. Finally, for this study, the term hope refers to the intrinsic 

motivation that occurs when "identified regulations are fully assimilated to the self, which means 

they have been evaluated and brought into congruence with one's other values and needs" (p. 73). 

Education is somewhat designed to assist students in understanding the content within 

specific subject areas and acknowledging the social mores of a community. Educators have 

begun to investigate how students transition from compliance behavior to various configurations 

of self-regulated cooperation to assure the student's needs. Ryan and Deci (2000b) provided 

evidence for students that experience various motivational levels that relay on the degree to 

which self-determination is their perception of their actions. A student that feels they control 

some of how an activity is conducted function within an autonomous position. Students that 

believe they can complete a task with a high-level exhibit the competence function of self-

determination. Finally, when a student feels connected to others in the same situation through a 

meaningful exchange, they are satisfying relatedness. When all three have been satisfied, 
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students are distinguished as being self-determined. The more self-determining experiences a 

student is involved with, the higher and long-lasting the motivation tends to be.  

Conceptual Framework Discussion  

There are multiple psychosocial development theories (Table 1) related to the 

motivational and transitional issues for postsecondary endeavors: Astin’s student involvement 

theory (1999); Deci and Ryan’s self-determination theory (1985); Schlossberg’s transitional 

theory (1981); and Tinto’s interactionalist theory (1993). If adolescents do not develop a positive 

self-concept, then as adults, they may experience feelings of emotional isolation. The transition 

to college can be a factor in recognizing one’s esteem. 

Table 1 

Comparison of Applicable Change Theories 

 

Astin 

(1999) 

Student involvement  

Deci & Ryan 

(1985) 

Self-determination  

Schlossberg 

(1981) 

Transition 

Tinto 

(1993) 

Interactionalist  

Outcomes for higher 

education institutions 

about how students 

change as a result of 

academic involvement. 

A person’s nature to be 

academically curious to 

develop knowledge in 

an academic setting. 

The individual must 

modify the positive and 

negative elements that 

assist the individual to a 

successful conclusion. 

The effects of 

formal and informal 

attributes on student 

engagement and 

retention 

Note. Adapted from Astin, A. (1999). Student involvement: A developmental theory for higher education. Journal of College Student 

Personnel, 40(5), 518–529. 

Note. Adapted from Deci, E. L., & Ryan, R. M. (2002). Handbook of self-determination research. University Rochester Press. 

Note. Adapted from Schlossberg, N., Waters, E., & Goodman, J. (1995). Counseling Adults in Transition: Linking Practice with Theory. 

Springer. 

Note. Adapted from Tinto, V. (1993). Leaving College: Rethinking the Causes and Cures of Student Attrition (2nd ed.). 

Theories of Change 

The theory of change (Weiss, 1995) is a set of expectations and the connections of 

process actions and program outcomes. Change in education, whether to alter a mission 

statement or enhance instructional practices, centers on the desire to fulfill the need yet to be met 
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(Chen, 2015). Identifying the transitional process which a person moves through can help 

establish an engaged mindset of the person.  

Student Involvement Theory. Astin (1999) articulated that student involvement can be 

both quantitative and qualitative. Students can be highly involved (quantitative) and get a lot out 

of as they put a lot into these activities (qualitative). Astin's theory supports that students who are 

more involved in the educational surroundings tend to perform better in an academic setting. 

Astin expounds that student involvement can be both quantitative and qualitative. Students can 

be highly involved (quantitative) and get a lot out of/put a lot into these activities (qualitative). 

Astin (1999) highlighted the foundation of engagement establishes a connection to how a 

student changes and develops as a result of active academic involvement. Astin explained that 

student development centers on three elements (Kelly, 1996). First are fundamental assets, such 

as background, demographics and previous experiences. Second is student environment, 

representing those experiences developed at the educational institution. Finally, there is end 

result or outcomes of attitudes, believes, characteristics, knowledge, and values that the student 

represents after successfully completing an educational experience. 

Self-determination Theory. Students with a perceived causality position, where the 

variable of motivation directly affects a change in achievement, can be more internal than 

external and requires a student to have a higher psychological investment in the activity (Ryan & 

Deci, 2000a). Considering high school students are developing a more complex thinking ability 

and a sense of identity, it can be concluded that the student would perceive an increase in 

motivation by completing objectives in which they get a chance to direct part of the decision-

making for success (Miller, 1989).  
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While the overarching framework of the research presented is based on the theory of self-

determination, evaluating the influence of avoidance tendency could provide evidence for the 

premise of this research. Understanding this aspect by providing student's voices could highlight 

underlying motivational factors that contribute to influencing when a student delays, hesitates, or 

procrastinates enrolling in a college. The research will address how high school seniors describe 

their postsecondary plans and their idea of success with the decision to delay in applying for 

college by the standard submission deadline. 

Transition Theory. Schlossberg (1981) suggested that throughout their lifetime 

individuals face a succession of transitions. It is an individual's insights into specific transitions 

which have the most significant influence on her or his capacity to modify (Schlossberg, 1981). 

In the context of engagement and motivation, transition theory focuses on the idea that a student 

can create the movement of mindset through self-efficacy. The ability to reach her or his future 

goals helps define a perception of the functionality of the current task, which, in turn, helps 

determine how much a person will engage in the task. The engagement in a task is directly 

related to the performance outcome of the task (Brickman & Miller, 2000) and provides meaning 

and value to current learning. The growth of engagement through motivation and resiliency is the 

foundational supports for students. A student's perception of their self-efficacy is shaped by past 

behavior and performance (Bandura, 1977). The transition theory reveals that a situation depends 

mainly when a person believes that he or she is capable of adapting through proper decision-

making skills, then the individual has control over the specific transitional process (Schlossberg 

et al., 1991). 
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Interactional Theory. Tinto (1993) stated students enter college with specific qualities 

and abilities that affect their primary responsibility to their educational goals. The commitment is 

then decreased or increased based on the quality of their academic and social experiences. 

Research Methodology 

Specific research based on phenomenology cannot be applied to all qualitative studies, 

however, all qualitative research has elements of phenomenological research. The philosophical 

basis of qualitative investigation originates from phenomenology (as a philosophy), from 

existentialism and hermeneutics (Lucca Irizarry & Berríos Rivera, 2013). The clearest definition 

for phenomenology is that it is a point-of-view promoting the study of an individuals’ 

experiences because human behavior is not determined by the described external reality of the 

individual, rather the phenomena of the experience (Cohen et al., 2007). It can be seen as a 

methodology when utilized to gather meanings for individuals through the analysis of their story 

(Kvale & Brinkmann, 2008; Langdridge, 2007). Creswell (2012) advanced for the use of 

phenomenology when the research problem requires an insightful understanding of human 

experiences shared among specific group. 

Edmond Husserl, the founder of phenomenological inquiry, suggested that it would be 

impossible to separate the research participant from the environment of his or her lived 

experiences (Parodi, 2008); therefore, findings cannot occur outside of the environment (Larkin 

et al., 2006). Heidegger, a student of Husserl, also believed that the participant could not be 

separated from the environment but expanded the concept of phenomenology by declaring the 

researcher could not be separated from the environment either; the findings of phenomenological 

research are indivisible from the experiences of the participants and the experiences of the 

researchers (Larkin et al., 2006). 
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Philosopher Aristotle once said, the whole is greater than the sum of its parts. By looking 

at elements of the decision-making process, the direction of how to measure those elements is as 

vital to the equation as the analysis. “Phenomenology is concerned with wholeness, with 

examining entities from many sides, angles, and perspectives until a unified vision of the 

essences of a phenomenon or experience is achieved” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 27). As a research 

method, Husserl proposed epokhé; a Greek word meaning doubt. The pioneer of contemporary 

phenomenology Moustakas highlighted several procedural areas: epoch (identifying the common 

meaning), structural (the interpretation of how an experience is expressed), and textural (the 

description of what is expressed). 

The nature of human science presumes that the process of a human experience is more 

intricate than a singular narrative of life (van Manen, 1997). Researchers of psychological 

phenomena require methods that dive into unique experiences and specific situations instead of 

testing universal laws (Willis, 2007). Montgomery et al. (2002) described the character of 

phenomenological research as an examination of empirical studies. Takahashi and Overton 

(2002) concluded their quantitative study that “Designing a qualitative measure with questions 

from real-life events of research participants ... is a viable option.” Phenomenological research 

serves as a foundation for analysis of the effects and correlation of the participants’ experience. 

Both studies portray phenomenological research as acknowledging the phenomena under 

investigation to declare data for itself, and the researcher, careful to prevent impressing her or his 

biases on the experience. 

Summary 

The essential element that constitute phenomenology as an educational qualitative 

research design (Creswell, 2012; Marshall & Rossman, 2010; Ponce, 2014) incorporate open-



31 

 

ended interviews to collect data (Moustakas, 1994; Smith et al., 2009) and the possibility to 

follow new and emerging themes (Finlay, 2009; Giorgi, 2010). Educational research has shown 

that self-beliefs can have profound influences on learning achievement and behavior. Self-beliefs 

about students’ mindset, the way individuals perceive themselves as learners, could also have a 

material impact on behavior and academic achievement. Learning is just one aspect of academic 

success as a result of a student at the secondary school level. At this level, several factors can be 

practical; belief in their competence, the student-teacher relationship, and the perceived value of 

school (Barber & Olsen, 2004; Gutman & Midgley, 2000; Wigfield et al., 1997). 

It is equally essential between the form and amount of motivation students have in their 

engagement (Ryan & Deci, 2000b; Vansteenkiste et al., 2006). Researchers debate on the 

differences between the forms of extrinsic and intrinsic motivation as to the consequences for 

altering learning (Deci et al., 1999; Harter, 1978; Sansone & Harackiewicz, 2000). Learning as a 

means to an end (extrinsic) serves as a negative indicator of an achievement outcome (Lepper et 

al., 2005; Vansteenkiste et al., 2006). Learning for the sake of learning (intrinsic) does predict 

the engagement of cognitive functions (Walker et al., 2006). Regardless of the form, motivation 

can promote engagement leading to higher academic achievement. In-turn, engagement can 

influence the decision-making process as the student would be motivated through either 

approach tendency or avoidance tendency.  
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Chapter 3: Research Method 

While the recipe for success in this endeavor results in hearing the voices of high school 

seniors, it calls for a multitude of ingredients such as; a theoretical framework as described in 

Chapter 2 with the theory of self-determination (Deci & Ryan, 1985), an applicable 

methodology, and proper methods to obtain valid data for analysis. Researchers require an 

awareness of the underlying suppositions to make important methodological decisions. The 

supposition to understand the foundation of the approach used (Dowling & Cooney, 2012). It 

may be challenging to comprehend and apply the correct phenomenological approach in the 

research process. Phenomenology comprises a complex philosophical convention in the study of 

human science. Phenomenological methods central theme is the diversity between descriptive 

versus interpretive phenomenology (Dowling & Cooney, 2012; Norlyk & Harder, 2010). The 

descriptive approach was derived from the works of Husserl and enhanced by Merleau-Ponty. 

The philosophical posture must be clarified and comprehended for the reader of a study. The 

methodological principles of emphasizing openness, investigation pre‐understanding, and 

embracing a reflective attitude. 

The focused research emphasized having an open mind to search for meaning. The 

necessity for openness requires the researcher to be attentive, observant, and sensitive to the 

articulation of experiences (Dahlberg et al., 2008). Additionally, the study questioned the 

interpretation and assignment of the resulting response data (Dahlberg & Dahlberg, 2003). I 

endeavored to retain a position that includes the conjecture that the researcher does not recognize 

the participant's experience, and I wanted to comprehend the phenomenon in the study in a new 

tone to hear facets of the experience through the voice of the participants. The participants for 

this research were high school seniors and could be under 18 years of age; only those over 18 
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were asked to participate in the survey and proper consent through written authorization from the 

participant was documented. The research centered on a triad of informative questions:  

Q1. How do high school seniors of single parent households describe the college application 

process? 

Q2. How do seniors describe the motivation of the decision to delay applying to college?  

Q3. How do seniors who have not applied to a college describe the term flourish? 

Methodological Approach 

The principle goal of this research was to get a rich description of the decision-making 

processes of a college-eligible high school senior delaying the enrollment process through a 

phenomenological study. The study was designed to provide a voice to students on the 

connection between the motivation of high school students and the decision-making process. I 

hoped to provide insight to understand better students' perceptions about motivation concerning 

the decision-making processes by obtaining detailed descriptions of respondents’ experiences. 

This type of design permitted me to discover variations associated with an experience (Finlay, 

2009; Giorgi, 2010).  

A qualitative study highlights the examination of phenomena that have not been studied 

in detail and requires the evaluation of concepts that cannot be mathematically measured (Shank, 

2006). The term qualitative research does not represent a singular agreed-upon approach; more a 

variety of perspectives. Qualitative research is defined by the importance attached to an 

interpretive inquiry. In the full range of qualitative researcher opinions, there is a common 

understanding of the presence of many realities altered by the experiences of their participants. 

Qualitative research can contain a combination of observations, interviews, and document 

reviews. McMillan and Schumacher (1993) described qualitative research as "primarily an 
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inductive process of organizing data into categories and identifying patterns (relationships) 

among categories" (p. 479). Mason (2002) described qualitative research approaches in this 

context as all having the following in common:  

• Being guided in an interpretive stance by illustrating the concern with how the 

phenomena of delay enrollment can be experienced, interpreted, and understood. 

• Based on research methods that are malleable and sensitive to a social construct.  

• Based on analytic methods that consider the complexity, context, and detail. 

This study employed a phenomenological methodology to investigate the decision-

making process of academically eligible high school students who delay enrolling in college past 

the established deadline. The lack of understanding of the phenomena of delayed enrollment may 

exist because the phenomenon has not been described, explained, or the impact it makes may be 

unclear. The designed research may not provide definitive rationalizations, but it could raise 

awareness and insight about the phenomena of delayed enrollment decisions. This study relied 

on the participants' perceptions to provide an understanding of their motivations. 

Qualitative methodology is beneficial when participants determine to guide their 

decision-making process (Grbich, 2007). Utilizing the phenomenological approach can serve as a 

source for more significant analysis of the inferences and magnitude of the participants' 

experience. The data could provide enhanced clarifications of an experience as unanticipated 

response data can be expected in a phenomenological research approach. This approach may 

enable me the opportunity to articulate the high school senior's perceived decision-making 

choice of delaying enrollment (Finlay, 2009; Giorgi, 2010; Shank, 2006). 

Stones (1986) explained that up until 1970, phenomenology "had not yet establish[ed] 

itself as a viable alternative science to the traditional natural scientific approach in psychological 
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research" (p. 121). Giorgi further explained the wisdom at that time was that an understanding of 

the organized interpretation of the phenomenological approach had not been developed 

(Schwandt, 1997). Giorgi articulated the necessary term in phenomenological research is 

"describe." The goal of the researcher is the propensity to describe the phenomenon precisely by 

stating the facts and avoiding inferences. Welman and Kruger (1999) explained that 

phenomenological researchers are concerned with awareness of the psychological and social 

occurrences from the participant's perspective (p. 189). Multiple studies reveal the application of 

phenomenology centers on the experiences and level of involvement by the participants (Greene, 

1997; Kvale, 1996; Maypole & Davies, 2001; Robinson & Reed, 1998). Janesick (2000) 

respected the approach of qualitative research through open communication and utilizing the 

individual participant as the backbone of the study. 

Phenomenology establishes an appreciation and understanding of educational issues by 

exploring the unique experiences and perspectives of participants. Picture two people sitting in a 

room on opposite sides of a room, both facing the front. In the middle of the front wall is the 

door. To one individual, the door is to the right, to the other, it is on the left. It is the perspective 

of the individual that determines the factor of location. Miller and Crabtree (1999) explained that 

this type of paradigm acknowledges the importance of the subjective definition but does not 

discard the idea of objectivity. Effective qualitative studies provide researchers the opportunity 

to describe or explore a contextual phenomenon through multiple sources of data (Yin, 2003). 

While designing student engagement survey questions, there is a need to balance closed-

ended and open-ended questions (Moustakas, 1994). Closed-ended questions can provide 

quantitative feedback, while open-ended questions lead to qualitative feedback (Patton, 2002). 

Though a mixed-method survey would collect statistical data to help identify and measure 



36 

 

student engagement, incorporating data from an initial survey would provide the correlating data 

as the foundation and could lead to additional and relevant interview questions (Gorad & Taylor, 

2004). Receiving personal responses from students about their decision-making processes opens 

numerous possibilities for the student to discover information about themselves. The designed 

survey is comprised of components from specific and verified instruments utilizing the Likert 

scale. 

Population and Sample 

Qualitative studies commonly have samplings that are purposeful (Leech & 

Onwuegbuzie, 2009), partially due to the experiences of the participants are at the center of the 

research (Shank, 2006; Smith et al., 2009). The senior class for 2019-2020 is currently listed at 

552 for the designated high school in suburban Maryland. Demographically, the pool of potential 

participants is illustrated in Table 2. The high school was selected based on the following 

Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) criteria: 

• A decrease in dropout rate (8%), 

• An increase in graduation rate (> 95%),  

• An increase in attendance rate (91.9%), 

• Level 3 or higher on the English/Language Arts Partnership for Assessment of Readiness 

for College and Careers (PARCC; 82.9%). 
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Table 2 

Student Demographics at Maryland Suburban High School 

The total number of seniors would be too much for a qualitative approach (n = 552), so it 

was determined by the school administration to center on a class required by seniors. After 

obtaining permission from the school’s principal, seniors of a single English class were offered 

the prospect of self-identifying factors of motivation. District high schools require every student 

to complete four years of English content. Therefore, all seniors are required to take English 12 

in their final year. If school administration, the designated teacher, or environmental conditions 

restrict access, the contingency was to schedule the survey online with the single 12th-grade 

class (n = 28) and the designated English teacher. Access to the online environment was 

considered during the contingency planning. 

Phase 2 focused on students of single parent households who have indicated they have 

not completed the college application process as of the January 31st deadline date. Utilizing the 

binomial probability theorem, the probability that a problem p (students that have not applied to 

a college) will occur r times (NCES reports 30%) during a study with n participants (28). The 

estimated sample size for the interview questionnaire of five to nine participants is within the 

acceptable range for a qualitative range to build a sufficient dataset (Guest et al., 2006; Morse & 

Niehaus, 2009; Padilla-Díaz, 2015).  

 
Projected 

Seniors 
% Gender % Ethnic Composition 

 n F M AS BL HI WH 

High School 552 49.2 50.8 13.6 15.1 26.6 40.1 

Targeted Class 28 TBD TBD TBD TBD TBD TBD 

Note. Ethnic composition Maryland State Department of Education abbreviations: Asian (AS); Black or African American 

(BL); Hispanic/Latino (HI); White (WH). 
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Materials/Instruments  

The initial design was to provide the capability of responding online to the survey for 

participants over 18 years of age. Followed by students who identified as living in a single-parent 

household with a five-question questionnaire. The influence of the coronavirus disease 2019 

(COVID-19) pandemic created a unique opportunity to perform a phenomenological study where 

face-to-face interviews were adapted to create a safe, yet meaningful exchange of thoughts. The 

delivery of the survey began during the national COVID-19 Shelter-in-place. Even though the 

participants were to confirm they were over 18 years of age, the selected school district would 

not permit video interviews or recording due to the nature that the student would be hosting their 

comments from home. Privacy and security were the number one priority for continuance. 

Utilizing the expedited process from ACU’s IRB, I adjusted the facilitation of the 

research through synchronous monitoring of participant responses from the online interface 

directly into a spreadsheet. When a participant responded to each of the questionnaire prompts, a 

side chat window would be utilized to inquire with any follow-up prompt for an expanded 

explanation. 

I constructed questions to avoid steering the participant toward a projected set of 

response (Huws & Jones, 2009; Seidman, 2006) as phenomenological studies strive for the 

participants’ distinctive views (Finlay, 2009). Utilizing open-ended questions facilitated greater 

flexibility by participants to reveal responses that have no preset list of answers, thus removing 

bias from the interview process. Moustakas (1994) illustrated that phenomenological research 

systematically integrates open-ended questions to collect data. The participant was encouraged to 

communicate personal experiences without trepidation of conflicting with the researcher’s 

established knowledgebase (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). A characteristic of the phenomenological 
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approach is the ability for the use of open-ended questions to follow any new and emerging 

themes (Finlay, 2009; Giorgi, 2010).  

Phase 1 

Utilizing multiple instruments, this study attempted to establish a deeper understanding of 

participants’ experiences by establishing a foundation of the extrinsic and intrinsic motivating 

factors. The survey consisted of 22 prompts, beginning with demographic requests, and 

transitioning into survey section one with questions from the Academic Motivation Scale-High 

School Version (AMS-HS 28). The AMS-HS28 addresses the amotivational level of the 

participant (Vallerand et al., 1993). 

The remaining questions were from the Academic Self-Regulation Questionnaire (SRQ-

A) for extrinsic and intrinsic factors. As the full SRQ-A consists of 32 questions, shorter versions 

(n=17) have been used and deemed reliable (McAuley et al., 1989). Specific age and context-

relevant questions were incorporated. The internal consistency of the questionnaire was checked 

using Cronbach's alpha (α), and all resulted in high internal uniformity in measuring the extrinsic 

and intrinsic values for secondary students. The subscale of external introjection (fear of failure) 

was .77, for the external regulation (incentives) .81, intrinsic motivation (hope) .95, and 

identified regulation (desire to succeed) was .77 (Black & Deci, 2000; Williams & Deci, 1996). 

Calculated scores for the subscales of each area were produced as well as the Relative Autonomy 

Index (RAI; Williams & Deci, 1996). The RAI can identify the student’s perception of autonomy 

in school, and “it has been used in several other published studies” (p. 461). 

Phase 2  

Qualitative face-to-face interviews enables an in-depth investigation of the reasons for a 

participant’s level of engagement (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). Interviews are used for participants 
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to express themselves freely and in their own words. In face-to-face interviews, a researcher 

must respond to requests for clarification at the precise moment a concern is initiated. The 

researchers must be careful not to misinterpret facial and the tone of voice to questions as follow-

up questions can provide revisions of the initial question (Hunt & McHale, 2007; Meho, 2006).  

The structure of the interview questions was to assist in obtaining the relevant data from 

participant responses. These interview protocols helped me to not lose focus on the key points 

needing to be addressed throughout the interview. As the time required for each interview should 

be limited in total length, it was not cut short to maintain a given timeframe. The protocol for 

interaction begins with an introduction and instructions oriented toward an understanding of the 

participant. At no time during the process did I refer to the participant as the subject. At all times, 

decorum was maintained by addressing the participant by name. 

 Introduction. Good morning (afternoon). My name is John Leach. I want to thank you 

for agreeing to participate in this survey. During this phase, you will be asked you about your 

experiences as a student as well as your perceptions concerning your plans after graduating from 

high school. I would like you to feel comfortable with saying what you think and how you feel. 

There are no right or wrong answers. Think of this as more conversational. 

Recording the Interview Review. In the participant consent form, you agreed to have 

this interview taped. Due to the current pandemic situation, your responses will not be recorded. 

The purpose of this was so that I can get all the details but at the same time be able to carry on an 

attentive conversation with you. As you enter your responses, they will be automatically entered 

into a spreadsheet. During this process, there may need to be for a direct follow-up question. At 

that point, a side chat window will appear with my name with the additional prompt for further 

clarification or explanation. I assure you that all your comments will remain confidential. I want 
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to confirm at this point if it is still okay with you? I will be compiling a report which will contain 

all students' comments without any reference to specific individuals.  

Interview Process. I will be taking notes throughout this process to provide reference 

points and highlight possible follow-up questions for clarification. At this point, may we start the 

interview process? 

Q1: What elements of a problem-solving task makes you the happiest? 

Q2. What are the factors that help you achieve as a student? 

Q3. How has your parent been involved in your decision about postsecondary quests? 

Q4. What is your definition of the word flourishing? 

Q5. The process of applying to college is … 

Conclusion. Thank you very much for participating this morning (afternoon). Your time 

is appreciated, and your comments have been constructive. I will be personally transcribing and 

analyzing your responses. Your contributions to this study could help establish a new foundation 

for individualized instruction. 

Data Collection and Analysis 

I strived for openness by questioning any preconceptions, which could have influenced 

the analysis of the data. I distinguished any assumptions through personal beliefs and theories 

that restricted openness. I also questioned any assumptions in the attempt to set aside my 

experiences to maintain a critical position of the data and the phenomenon. This is analogous to 

bracketing, a term commonly used but also debated in phenomenology studies (Dowling & 

Cooney, 2012). One side suggests that bracketing does require that assumptions be put to the 

side (Dowling & Cooney, 2012). On the other side, assumptions are a part of the understanding 

of the research direction (Gadamer, 1984). Instead of solely using bracketing, the intention of 
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this study is to build on questioning as an expressive way to describe what each response means. 

Otherwise the data could contain some of the researcher’s pre-understanding instead of the 

participants' experiences (Dahlberg et al., 2008). It can be argued that the substantial use of a 

priori codes may diminish some of the validity through bracketing and thus not to listen to the 

students' voices. Priori codes are ciphers developed before the review of the data. The use of 

inductive coding in this qualitative study was utilized as the process for code development of the 

reviewed data. 

The credibility of research is subject to the researcher's proficiency to reveal the 

nonbiased nature of the data (Golafshani, 2003). A frequently utilized method is the self-

disclosure of influential biases; promoting that anyone who evaluates the report can deduce the 

validity of the data (DeRosia & Christensen, 2009). In support of the well-being of participants 

and adherence to Abilene Christian University's (ACU) policies and procedures, I secured 

permission from ACU's Institutional Review Board (IRB) before any research began.  

As a starting point, the research was conducted with assurances to participants that they 

may choose which questions to answer and which questions they elect to skip. Also, it was 

guaranteed that all data and any personal information be secured and kept confidential. Upon 

approval of the IRB, the informed consent form was to be sent to potential participants and 

guardians from the designated target population. The secure online service, DocuSign, was to be 

used as the signature agent for participants in the online phase of this research. With the 

alteration of data collection due to the pandemic, the consent form and signature agent were not 

utilized. 

Phase one of the data collection process began with an online capture tool for essential 

demographic information. The procedural sequence involved in the research is presented with an 
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understanding that dates are subject to change following ACU procedures and conditions at the 

Maryland suburban high school (Appendix D). The categorization of questions (Appendix A) is 

amotivation, extrinsic values, and intrinsic values. The time requirements for this phase was 

estimated to be 20 minutes. Response were evaluated for motivation causality (Table 3). 

Table 3 

Engagement Mindset Factors 

 

Motivator Achievement Growth Power Social Fear Incentive  

Type Intrinsic Intrinsic Intrinsic Intrinsic Extrinsic Extrinsic 

Force Goal Learning Goal Social Social Learning  

Area Desire to Succeed Fear of Failure  Outside Influence 

Note. Adapted from Elliot, A., & Covington, M. (2001). Approach and Avoidance Motivation. Educational Psychology 

Review, 13(2), 73-92. Copyright 2001 by Elliot and Covington. 

With the identification of participants for the qualitative interview questions from the first 

phase, the second phase was conducted through an online synchronous method with a side chat 

window for direct interaction with each participant. The estimated time requirement was an 

additional 20 minutes for the five interview questions. Thus providing both phases to be 

completed within a standard classroom instructional period. The interview questions deal with 

extrinsic and intrinsic motivation factors, the level of engagement, and the element of decision-

making toward individual goals. 

Q1. What elements of a problem-solving task makes you the happiest? 

Q2. What are the factors that help you achieve as a student? 

Q3. How has your parent been involved in your decision about postsecondary quests? 

Q4. How do you definition of the term flourish? 

Q5. The process of applying to college is …  
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Saldaña and Omasta (2018) discussed the use of synchronous interviews to be “any 

interaction in which a researcher and participant engage in conversation or a dialogic series of 

questions and answers can be considered an interview, whether the interview takes place in 

person, over the phone, through an online video chat program such as Zoom, or other means” (p. 

89). Millennials, as the target of this research, could be provided with more opportunity to 

express themselves comprehensively through online questionnaires and surveys (Joinson, 2001; 

Kivits, 2005; Stewart & Williams, 2005; Wengraf, 2001).  

The criteria for this research consisted of obtaining quality data with dialogue validity 

and the ethical gathering process. The value method of coding is utilized to analyze the interview 

responses for attitudes, beliefs, feelings, opinions, and values suggested by a participant’s 

interview transcript, body language, and any visual materials (Table 4). Evaluating attitudes is a 

method to determine the way an interviewee thinks and feels. Beliefs are the experiences, 

opinions, or personal knowledge the interviewee reveals in the response. Values are those 

elements that target a level of importance an interviewee places on the subject of their response. 
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Table 4 

Participant Responses Using the Value Method 

 

Question  Coding Pass 

What elements of a problem-solving task makes you the happiest?  

Interviewee # [Participant’s response] TBD 

What are the factors that help you achieve as a student?  

Interviewee # [Participant’s response] TBD 

After graduation, what are your plans for next fall?  

Interviewee # [Participant’s response] TBD 

What are your thoughts on why you have not applied to a college?  

Interviewee # [Participants response] TBD 

What is your definition of the word flourish?  

Interviewee # [Participants response] TBD 

 

Trustworthiness/Reliability 

Insomuch as this is a qualitative study utilizing validated instruments, there was a need 

for the data to be confirmable, credible, dependable, and transferable (Guba, 1991). Grouping 

those four concepts into the realm of trustworthiness is a requirement of this study. I would have 

personally transcribed the interviews and confirming the expressions, hesitations, and tone from 

the participants. With the revised online questionnaire process, the expressions, hesitations, and 

tone were not available for analysis. This would have channeled the researcher’s effort through 

member checking (Terrell, 2016) into accurately reporting the participant’s responses for 

analysis into appropriate themes. In addition, I employed the referential adequacy (Terrell, 2016) 

approach by waiting to analyze data from the first phase until the analysis from the second phase 

was completed. I then compared the two data sets.  
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Confirmability is the degree of neutrality in the research study’s findings. This requires 

that the resulting data are based on participants’ responses and not any subject to potential bias or 

personal motivations of the researcher. The responses must not be misrepresented or adhere to a 

particular narrative of the researcher. To establish confirmability, I provide sequential analysis to 

provide a rationale for any assertions made. 

Credibility is simply the question of “How do you know that your findings are true and 

accurate?” I utilized some triangulation of phase 1 responses from the SRQ-A as evidence of 

validated methods to obtain the research study’s findings, to assist in establishing credibility 

(Terrell, 2016). 

Dependability of this study should be able to be replicated by other researchers, and the 

findings would be consistent between the studies. The instruments to be utilized in this study 

have been deemed credible and thus dependable across multiple studies.  

Transferability of this study's findings should be applied in various contexts. With the 

established dependability, studies that can utilize the SRQ-A survey can be utilized toward 

similar phenomena, similar populations, and similar situations. 

Each student will be assured that any question can be answered or skipped. To facilitate 

the confidentiality of a students' information, as they enter their student identification number, it 

will be converted through the power of 18 algorithms to produce a unique ID. Students that have 

identified the decision of college or are undecided and have not completed the process as of the 

date of the survey will be automatically identified as potential participants, as indicated in the 

status column (Table 5). 
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Table 5 

Example Dataset Organization 

 

 

Extrinsic Motivators Instrinsic Motivators 

 
Introject 

External 

Regulation 
Instrinsic 

Indentified 

Regulation 

New 

Name 
Post-H.S. Resource G.P.A 

Converted 

ID 
Status 

A

M 

Fear of 

Failure 
Incentive 

Desire to 

Succeed 
Hope RAI 

Adam College Applied 
2.5 

2.9 
1330C 

Interview 

N/A 
-1 12 7 5 3 -15 

Eve College 
Nothing 

yet 

3.0 

3.4 
234H9 

Interview 

Eve 
10 17 9 9 10 -7 

David 
AmeriCorp/ 

Military 

ASVAB 

Test 

2.5 

2.9 
243HA 

Survey  

Only 
5 4 12 5 3 12 

Karly Undecided 
Nothing 

yet 

3.0 

3.4 
243HE 

Interview 

Karly 
9 7 1 3 4 3 

Note: AM stands for Amotivation 

 

Removing bias from the interview method can be initiated by using open-ended 

questions. For instance, the questions wording for an interview could affect the response from 

the participant. To assist in avoiding some bias elements and to not influence the response, the 

researcher should avoid leading a participant’s responses when conducting the interview 

questions. I was open to changing my opinion if new information or data are presented, then 

meeting neutrality requirements (Finlay, 2009; Smith et al., 2009). I made a conscious effort to 

record personal opinions in the limitations section of this document. Exposing a researcher's 

biases to the readers will compel the researcher to be vigilant in this effort because a weakness 

here could damage the trustworthiness of the study (Shank, 2006). 

Researcher Role 

The primary role of any researcher is to treat all participants and responses with 

confidentiality, respect, and safety. One role of the researcher is to protect the participant data 

and ensure their anonymity (Saldana & Omasta, 2018). The participants in this study are likely 

not to have been former students or personally known of the researcher; no potential conflicts of 



48 

 

interest are known or anticipated. All data collected will be secured and accessible only to me. 

After the final report has been submitted and approved, all data will be destroyed. 

Analysis 

Researchers operating phenomenological interviews should be attentive to presumptions 

toward a topic and be positioned to modify these concepts when new information becomes 

available (Finlay, 2009; Reid et al., 2005). It is this acceptance of newly revealed responses that 

classifies phenomenology, but bracketing is a disputed concern (Finlay, 2009). Bracketing is the 

setting aside of known information in order to be open to new information that may contradict 

older information (Finlay, 2009; Reid et al., 2005; Smith et al., 2009).  

Assumptions 

The assumptions for the present inquiry include the following: 

The Academic Self-Regulation Questionnaire (SRQ-A) is a reliable and valid instrument 

for measuring locus of motivation for students in the secondary setting. 

The students that participate through the online survey answer truthfully. 

Bracketing 

In this qualitative study, bracketing is utilized to reduce the possible effects of 

preconceptions that may influence the research process. I could understand the motivational 

factors that could exist within a student’s mindset. It is incumbent upon me to set aside the 

predefined nature of those factors to extract the experiences and definitions of actions and 

behaviors from the participants. Throughout the development of this study outline, additional 

insight has been gained by me from previous studies and the literature review. During the 

interview phase, it is imperative that I set aside as much as possible of the relevant knowledge of 

motivation within this context. 
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Step 1 of the bracketing process for this study was to discuss with the dissertation 

committee the background information about the context, any potential biases, and gained 

knowledge from this process. Creating a table or log of information established the first bracket 

for this study. 

Step 2 was to record in a study journal information during data collection, analysis, and 

report writing. During each process step, any bias or preconceived thought was recorded. 

Step 3 required that I write any of the biases and preconceived notions in the final report. 

This will provide the reader with an awareness of any of the written biases of mine when reading 

the results and conclusions of the interrupted data. 

Delimitations 

The decision to engage high school seniors of single parent households was designed to 

increase the prospect of a distinct recollection of the decision-making process. Response choices 

cannot be bound by predefined choices; however, open-ended questions will provide proper 

sanctions for evaluation of a participant’s experiences. Recruiting participants and conducting 

the qualitative interviews at the defined high school allowed me to reach students who were 

college-eligible in a format where they could remain comfortable. All other recruiting 

delimitations were intended to create a consistent participant pool. 

Limitations 

Since some people are more likely than others to participate, inherent bias can be present 

in online data collection (Wright, 2005). Bias could be an issue in a study that requires a 

representative sampling. Bias is not as apparent in research where similar groups are recruited, 

and individual perceptions are the goal; qualitative research is built upon consistent samples so 

the researcher can evaluate the differences and similarities between responses in conscientious 
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detail (Smith et al., 2009). At this point, I do not consciously know of any biases that would have 

any influence on questions, analysis, or conclusion formation. In the context of generalizability, 

research based on large populations in quantitative research may not be as readily applicable in 

this qualitative study. Due in part to the limited size of the qualitative interviewee’s, at one 

school, and within one more affluent geographic region.  

Ethical Assurances 

The role of the Institutional Review Board (IRB) is to ensure that the research is legal and 

ethically conducted with the primary goal of assuring the safety and well-being of the research 

participant (Saldana & Omasta, 2018). It was imperative that the well-being of any potential 

participant, and accordance with policies and procedures of Abilene Christian University's 

(ACU), that I secure permission from ACU's Internal Review Board (IRB) before any recruiting 

and data collection effort. For this study, participants received foundational information relating 

to the goal of the study, time requirements, the freedom to choose which questions to answer or 

omit, the intended use of the data, and the commitment to protect participant confidentiality and 

secure the response data. 

The overarching ethical support is directed at any benefit to the participant. The benefit 

for this study rests with a request by the participant for a copy of their response with analysis, the 

Relative Autonomy Index (RAI) scores with interpretation, and a result from the study. This was 

not meant to be any form of an incentive/reward as much as it was a benefit to the subject in 

addition to scholarly knowledge and understanding. 
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Types of Risk 

Potential risks are aligned into several categories. As part of the review process, the IRB 

evaluated any potential risks of the designed research against the potential benefits. I made every 

effort to eliminate or reduce potential risks. 

Physical risks are usually not evident in qualitative studies as that type of risk could 

include physical discomfort, diseases, illness, injury, or pain brought about by the methods and 

procedures of a research study. In contrast, the participants could encounter physical stimuli such 

as noise or engaging a participant in a social situation that could involve climatic risk. It is not 

anticipated that any physical risk is present for this study. 

Psychological risks could entail the presence of negative impact from areas such as 

anxiety, deception, depression, guilt, or, loss of self-esteem. To those ends, all attention and 

effort was present to remove those elements from the study to ensure a peace-of-mind approach. 

Social risks were minimized or eliminated that could include any alteration in 

relationships with administrators, peers, or teachers that involves establishing a harmful element 

to include embarrassment or labeling of others in a way that will have negative consequences or 

loss of respect from others. 

Loss of confidentiality was addressed, as this study involves human participants. Any 

information, whether presumed or identified, will be maintained in a secure environment. 

Participants shall have the right, and guarantee from the researcher, to be protected against the 

risks identified above and their privacy and personal dignity. Elevated responsibility by the 

researcher was exercised in obtaining, handling, and storing data. To that end, no personal 

information was collected. The participant must be a member of the school system login system 

for access to the online system. Initially, a student identification number would have been 
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captured. That number would have been converted through an algorithm and maintained in a 

secure environment. Due to the change in the data capture approach, the identification number 

was not captured. 

Summary 

The rationale of this research was to explore the decision-making process of planning of 

college-eligible high school seniors, and a qualitative, phenomenological approach was 

employed. The science of qualitative study ushers in the empirical investigation of phenomena 

that have not been studied in detail and require concept evaluation that cannot be measured 

mathematically (Shank, 2006). The term qualitative research does not represent a singular 

agreed-upon approach; more a variety of perspectives. 

This phenomenological study integrated several instruments to identify the motivational 

elements of amotivation, autonomy, extrinsic values, fear of failure (introjected), and incentives 

(external regulation); and intrinsic values, hope (intrinsic motivation) and a desire to succeed 

(identified regulation). Utilizing open-ended questions in the interview process collected 

personal experiences (Smith et al., 2009) and addressed new and emerging themes (Finlay, 2009; 

Giorgi, 2010) directly from the participants. All of which adhere to the ethical and foundational 

requirements established by the IRB at Abilene Christian University. 
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Chapter 4: Results 

The participants of this study produced several themes of engagement and motivation. A 

majority of the participants illustrated low autonomy, which is attributed to fear and frustration 

of the college application process. A majority of the participants also prefer to start an activity 

using the end solution first, providing little need for decision-making and planning. Interestingly, 

a majority of respondents orient their perception of flourishing around a social construct as a 

benefit for the community. Within a structured school environment, a significant number of 

participants rely on others for guidance and direct support. Without those safeguards, the 

participants become intimated to the task through extrinsic stimuli of fear and frustration, or the 

act of procrastination. 

Outlining the process of college choice into three standpoints: economic, psychological, 

and sociological (Hossler et al., 1989, 1999). The Hossler and Gallagher (1987) three-stage 

model illustrates the sequential stages of a student’s college choice: Students who decide in one 

stage to delay the decision of postsecondary articulation cannot proceed to the next stage. 

A report from the Indiana University Center for Evaluation and Education Policy (CEEP) 

highlights that 84% of students can identify their academic direction through their senior year in 

high school. Of the students surveyed in that study, 41.9% identified their classes as general, 

37.5% as advanced placement, and 4.6% as vocational (Yazzie-Mintz, 2009). The George 

Washington University’s Center on Education Policy (CEP [sic]) reported that 87% of high 

school students want to go to college, 45% feel prepared for college, and 40% are unmotivated 

(Usher & Kober, 2012). 
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Research Questions 

Q1. How do high school seniors of single parent households describe the college application 

process? 

Q2. How do seniors describe the motivation of the decision to delay applying to college?  

Q3. How do seniors who have not applied to a college describe the term flourish? 

Participant Selection and Evaluation 

The initial design was to provide written responses to the survey for all over 18 years of 

age. That was to be followed up by students who identified as living in a single-parent 

household. The influence of the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic created a 

unique opportunity to perform a phenomenological study where face-to-face interviews were 

adapted to create a safe, yet meaningful exchange of thoughts. The delivery of the survey began 

during the national COVID-19 Shelter-in-place. Even though the participants were to confirm 

they were over 18 years of age, the selected school district would not permit video interviews or 

recording due to the nature that the student would be hosting their comments from home. Privacy 

and security were the number one priority for continuance. The high school was selected based 

on the following Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) criteria; 

• A decrease in dropout rate (8%), 

• An increase in graduation rate (> 95%),  

• An increase in attendance rate (91.9%), 

• Level 3 or higher on the English/Language Arts Partnership for Assessment of Readiness 

for College and Careers (PARCC; 82.9%). 

An English teacher agreed with the school administration to permit the use of the 

designated class. Of the 28 enrolled students, 24 responded to the qualifying survey. The first 
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question dealt directly with their age. If they acknowledged they were under 18, no additional 

prompting to answer motivational or decision-making questions were provided; this action was 

taken to ensure that students under the age of 18 were excluded from the study. However, 

students who confirmed they were 18 or over were prompted to respond to motivational 

questions based on the Academic Motivation Scale (AMS) as well as from the Academic Self-

Regulation Questionnaire (SRQ-A) from the Center for Self-Determination Theory (CSDT). 

From the 24 respondents, 20 verified they were at least 18 years of age. In total, there were three 

African-Americans, two Asian-Americans, 12 Caucasians, and three Hispanic-Americans. The 

respondents consisted of 14 females and six males. Detailed demographic information is 

provided in Table 6. 

Table 6 

Participant Demographic Information (n = 20) 

 

   Gender Parental household 

Demographics  n % Female (14) Male (6) 
Dual 

Parents 

Single 

Parent 

African-American (BL) 3 12.5 % 33 % 67 % 
1 Female 

1 Male 

0 Female 

1 Male 

American-Indian (AI) 0 0 % 0 % 0 % 
0 Female 

0 Male 

0 Female 

0 Male 

Asian-American (AS) 2 12.5 % 100 % 0 % 
1 Female 

0 Male 

1 Female 

0 Male 

Caucasian-American (WH) 12 62.5 % 73.3 % 26.7 % 
4 Female 

2 Male 

5 Female 

1 Male 

Hispanic-American (HI) 3 12.5 % 67 % 33 % 
2 Female 

0 Male 

0 Female 

1 Male 

 

Participants that identified as living in a single-parent household were prompted to 

respond to the second tier of decision-making questions. Also, those prompted for the second tier 

were provided with an online chat board to ask questions directly to me. The chat board 
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permitted a safe and anonymous interaction. The chat area also provided a means for me to ask 

follow-up questions as participants entered responses for specific decision-making questions. 

Eleven participants comprised the respondents of dual-parent households, and nine participants 

responded as members of a single-parent household. 

Descriptive Analysis 

The analysis of raw data, as well as the responses of the participants, was fascinating. 

When viewed from 30,000 feet, one could interrupt the results and observe students as just being 

lazy or procrastinating. The process of analysis begins in the scope of separating the various 

components of the survey questions. Isolating the level of motivation or amotivation, the data 

revealed students of single-parent households are considered more neutral regarding motivation. 

Participants of dual-parent households reported being highly motivated.  

Understanding the motivational influencers, the data revealed that a majority of the 

participants place a high requirement for extrinsic motivators, and those who live in a dual-

parent household desired the highest extrinsic stimuli. This could be the result of a fear of 

disappointing family. Four measurable scales were examined: external, introjected, identified, 

and intrinsic. Each subset was evaluated for the responses from participants of dual-parent versus 

single-parent households. External motivation (punishments or incentives) has the highest 

negative weighted measurement because an external force consistently compels the student 

toward action. Introjected motivation (avoiding guilt or fear of failure) becomes assimilated into 

the self for a given action. Identified motivation (acting on hope) is internalized into the self. 

Intrinsic motivation has the highest value because the person enjoys and wants to do the action or 

task through a value for a desire to succeed. 
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Engagement Analysis 

For high school seniors, engagement in learning deals more with the perceived value of 

continued learning. The data from this research highlights that respondents view high school and 

college as valuable. What struck me was that participants of single-parent households inversely 

viewed their measured engagement at a lower level. Responses from single-parent household 

participants are revealed as slightly more unmotivated. Signaling they do not place the same 

importance, or value, on the application process of continuing education. In essence, a student 

who sees the value of reaching the destination but not the effort required for the journey. 

Questions from the Academic Motivation Scale (AMS) - High School Version dealt with 

the perceived worth of high school and college education in terms of the participant’s 

amotivational level (Vallerand et al., 1993). The level of amotivational establishes the value a 

student places on learning within the two educational settings. Amotivation is apparent if a 

student has a deficient level of motivation for the given activity and does not exhibit intrinsic or 

extrinsic behaviors (Vallerand et al., 1993). An amotivated student will not know why they need 

to be engaged in the activity or task. The outcome is the behavior that relates to a lack of 

competence and commitment towards engagement (Deci & Ryan. 1985). The lower the 

amotivation score, the higher level of unmotivation toward the specific educational setting.  

Scoring of the four questions from the AMS scale for this research illustrated that 

respondents of dual-parent households did not see high school or college as a waste of time 

(Table 7). This is inversely proportional to the responses that high school is beneficial, and 

college is necessary. Respondents of single-parent households scored higher in agreement with 

the effort toward high school and college. They also were aligned with the general perception of 



58 

 

the value of high school and college. The two-and-a-third point differential (delta) is substantial 

in their motivation to apply the effort to apply to college with the value of the college experience. 

 

Table 7 

AMS Scale 

 

 Question Delta Dual-parent Single-parent  

A. High school is a waste of my time .74 1.82 2.56 

B. College is necessary .35 4.09 4.44 

C. High school is beneficial .15 4.18 4.33 

D. College isn’t worth the effort 1.05 1.73 2.78 

Average AMS score 2.37 5.82 3.44 

Note. Adapted from the Academic Motivation Scale (Vallerand, R.J., Pelletier, L.G., Blais, M.R, Brière, N.M., Senécal, 

C., & Vallières, E.F. (1993). Copyright 1993 by Vallerand et al. 

Motivational Analysis 

Analysis of the data surrounding the motivational factors of this research revealed 

specific relevance of the contribution of extrinsic and intrinsic factors toward decisions. In brief, 

motivated learners rely on extrinsic factors when their internal, or intrinsic stature is very high. 

The four motivational areas, external (need for incentives), extrinsic introjected (fear of failure), 

identified (hope), and intrinsic (desire to succeed) contribute to the whole person as reported in 

the Relative Autonomy Index (RAI). Two motivators provide a negative influence, and two 

provided positives. What surprised me was how much the negative influencers impacted the 

positive. Students with high intrinsic responses still had overall lower RAI than was expected. 

The reliance of rewards and a fear of failure, or disappointment by others, played a much more 

impactful role. 

The decision to be engaged in one’s education was articulated by Deci and Ryan (2000a) 

when they proposed the variable of motivation directly affects a change in achievement and can 
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be more internal than external. Considering high school students are developing a more complex 

thinking ability and a sense of identity, Miller (1989) concluded that the student would perceive 

an increase in motivation by completing objectives in which they get a chance to direct a part of 

the decision-making for success.  

This Academic Self-Regulation Questionnaire (SRQ-A) addresses why the participants 

are engaged in their education. Results in the external subscale (Table 8) represent external 

forces that impact the participants. If a student is promised something as a reward for getting a 

good grade, they only work hard for that one good grade. Therefore the motive is not to obtain 

knowledge. A prerequisite to learning is studying information. Combining proper studying with 

an extrinsic incentive has been found to decrease learner motivation (Hoyenga & Hoyenga, 

1984). This study reveals the importance of extrinsic influencers and the direct impact on 

decision-making motivation of applying to college. 

Table 8 

SRQ-A External-Incentives 

 

 Question Delta Dual-parent  Single-parent 

A. Because I enjoy doing my homework. .05 3.27 3.22 

B. Because it’s fun. .16 2.27 2.11 

C. Because I enjoy doing my classwork. .20 2.91 3.11 

D. Because I enjoy answering hard questions. .33 3.00 2.67 

E. Because it’s fun to answer hard questions. .42 2.91 2.33 

F. Because I enjoy doing my schoolwork well. .16 2.73 2.89 

G. Because I will get in trouble if I don’t do well. .22 3.00 2.78 

H. Because I might get a reward if I do well. .01 2.55 2.56 

SRQ-A .97 22.64 21.67 

Note. Adapted from Academic Self-Regulation Questionnaire (SRQ-A), from the Center for Self-Determination Theory. 

Copyright 1985 by Ryan and Connell. 

The higher scores in this research represent the participant’s higher need for incentives to 

complete an action or activity. Participants of dual-parent households scored higher by a full 
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point over students of single-parent households. The questions that stand out with the most 

significant gap between the two households were oriented toward the enjoyment of answering 

more difficult questions in class. 

Data for the second subscale represent the extrinsic factors of introjection (Table 9). 

Introjection is the influence of attitudes from others on the participant’s actions by creating a fear 

of accomplishment or failure. The higher scores represent the participant’s more substantial 

influence from others that can result in fears of not completing activities competently. 

Participants of dual-parent households scored higher by about a point over students of single-

parent households. The questions with the most significant gap between the two households were 

oriented toward self-worth.  

Table 9 

SRQ-A Extrinsic Introjected-Fear of Failure 

 

 Question Delta Dual-parent Single-parent 

I. Because I will feel bad about myself if I don’t do it. .22 2.55 2.33 

J. Because I want the teacher to think I’m a good 

student. 
.16 2.73 2.89 

K. Because I’ll be ashamed of myself if it didn’t get done. .15 2.82 2.67 

L. Because I want the other students to think I’m smart. .44 2.55 2.11 

M. Because I feel ashamed of myself when I don’t try. .40 2.73 2.33 

N. So I want my teachers to think I’m a good student. .22 3.00 2.78 

O. Because I’ll feel really bad about myself if I don’t do 

well. 
0 3.00 3.00 

P. Because I will feel really proud of myself if I do well. .55 3.55 3.00 

SRQ-A 1.80 22.91 21.11 

Note. Adapted from Academic Self-Regulation Questionnaire (SRQ-A), from the Center for Self-Determination Theory. 

Copyright 1985 by Ryan and Connell. 

Results in the identified subscale represent the internal forces identified as hope that 

impact the motivation of the participants (Table 10). The higher scores represent the participant’s 

higher ideal that hope is integral toward a result. Participants of dual-parent households scored 



61 

 

almost three points higher over students of single-parent households. The questions that stand out 

with the most significant gap between the two households were oriented toward the difficulty of 

the task at hand.  

Table 10 

SRQ-A Identified-Hope 

 

 Question Delta Dual-parent Single-parent 

Q. Because it’s important to me to do my homework. .18 3.18 3.00 

R. Because I want to learn new things. .09 3.09 3.00 

S. Because it’s important to me to work on my classwork. .40 3.18 2.78 

T. I want to find out if I’m right or wrong. .85 3.18 2.33 

U. Because it’s important to me to try to answer hard 

questions in class. 
.65 3.09 2.44 

V. Because it’s important to me to try to do well in school. .55 3.55 3.00 

SRQ-A (Higher score, higher aspect of hope) 2.71 19.27 16.56 

Note. Adapted from Academic Self-Regulation Questionnaire (SRQ-A), from the Center for Self-Determination Theory. 

Copyright 1985 by Ryan and Connell. 

Data in the intrinsic subscale represent the factors of the desire to succeed (Table 11). 

Intrinsic factors begin as goal-oriented and require effort and persistence to be put forth. 

Intrinsically motivated students will develop the goal to achieve and learn. When the student has 

a mastery goal united with the desire to understand a topic, the results have been found to align 

with active learning strategies and positive attitudes toward formal school education (Ryan & 

Deci, 2000a). 
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Table 11 

SRQ-A Intrinsic-Desire to Succeed 

 
 Question Delta Dual-parent Single-parent 

W. Because I enjoy doing my homework. .29 2.18 1.89 

X. Because it’s fun. .34 2.45 2.11 

Y. Because I enjoy doing my classwork. .51 2.73 2.22 

Z. Because I enjoy answering hard questions. .78 3.00 2.22 

AA. Because it’s fun to answer hard questions. 1.09 3.09 2.00 

BB. Because I enjoy doing my schoolwork well. .45 3.45 3.00 

SRQ-A Intrinsic 3.47 16.91 13.44 

Note. Adapted from Academic Self-Regulation Questionnaire (SRQ-A), from the Center for Self-Determination Theory. 

Copyright 1985 by Ryan and Connell. 

 

The higher scores represent the participant’s higher desire to succeed in a given action or 

activity. Participants of dual-parent households scored about three-and-a-half points higher over 

students of single-parent households. Each question scored higher and was oriented toward the 

attitude of enjoyment toward action, activity, or learning. 

Autonomy Index (RAI) 

The Relative Autonomy Index (RAI; Williams & Deci, 1996) score is established from 

the four subscales to index the degree to which participants feel self-determined. The RAI is a 

formula of the four subscales; the external (incentives) subscale is weighted at a minus two; the 

introjected (fear of failure) subscale is weighted at a minus one; the identified (hope) subscale is 

weighted at a plus one, and the intrinsic (desire to succeed) subscale is weighted at a plus two. In 

essence, independent subscales are subjected positively, and the dependent subscales are 

subjected negatively. The controlled motivations are the external and introjected motivations, 

and the identified and intrinsic motivations are the autonomous motivations.  

Data gathered in this study reveals that students of both dual-parent and single-parent 

households were in the negative realm (Table 12) of the RAI scale. Students of single-parent 
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households were lower in the negative range, indicating that those students could require 

additional ongoing support toward decision-making. 

Table 12 

Relative Autonomy Index 

 

 Decision autonomy Delta Dual-parent  Single-parent  

2 x Desire to Succeed + Hope – Fear of Failure – Incentives x 2 5.91 -15.09 -21.00 

Note. Adapted from Academic Self-Regulation Questionnaire (SRQ-A), from the Center for Self-Determination Theory. 

Copyright 1985 by Ryan and Connell. 

 

Hearing the Seniors 

By providing students’ voices, the underlying motivational factors that influence the 

student’s decision to delay, hesitating, or procrastinating are applied to a college. Schlossberg 

(1981) suggested that throughout their lifetime, individuals face a succession of transitions. It is 

an individual’s insights into specific transitions that have the most significant influence on her or 

his capacity to modify (Schlossberg, 1981).  

Smith et al. (2009) articulated that the process of analysis should be open and transparent, 

to engage readers to form a logical progression from the data through to the conclusion. 

Participants who responded as living within a single-parent household were presented in Table 6. 

Each participant chooses a pseudonym to be identified for this research. The participants were 

instructed that they could skip any question and not state the reason. Therefore, the analysis 

begins as the understanding of motivational factors has been discussed and clarified. Progressing 

with participants’ thoughts on problem-solving elements, factors for their success as students, 

parental involvement, their definition of flourishing, and finally, the process involved in applying 

to college (Appendix E). Several times during the online session, with the chat board open to 

each participant, particular participants were prompted with a follow-up question for a deeper 
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understanding of their response and to let them embrace the concept of active engagement of the 

researcher in hearing their voice through the written word. 

The results from participants in a single-parent household reveal students with a higher 

GPA have an associated higher rate of autonomy, indicating those students have been working 

more on their own to complete tasks. Responses from participants living in a dual-parent 

household do not uphold the same correlation between GPA and autonomy. The data in Figure 2 

illustrates students of dual-parent households have an overall higher aspect of being motivated. 

The data also shows that, as a group, participants of dual-parent households have higher 

motivation drive. 
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Response Coding 

With phenomenological studies, the coding process (Appendix E) relies on the ability to 

record the lived experiences. Research shows that 93% of communication is nonverbal and the 

ability to derive vital data from body language and tone, not just the spoken word (Mehrabian & 

Ferris, 1967). The importance of research is with a person’s eye contact, stance, visual cues, or 

vocal pitch when listening to the respondent. The challenge facing me is the inability to record 

the nonverbal cues due to the change in the interview process. The resulting analysis established 

a general theme for each question with subsequent foci for response placement. Some of the 

examination from nonverbal interaction was limited following standard coding practices. 

The questionnaire was conducted online with an available sidebar chat window. The 

participants elected when they wished to complete this segment. So watching “remotely” as 

participants answered the questions was challenging, yet insightful. The data were directly 

transferred into a capture spreadsheet and then into a text document and arranged by participant 

name. The results were then analyzed for response themes (Table 13). Participant responses were 
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read first individually, then as a group, analyzed and coded (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018) for the 

formulation of themes. It led to the creation of general themes that were expressed by more than 

one participant (Smith et al., 2009). I was astonished to discover the number of respondents that 

focused on the community rather than oneself. The data collection mode utilized the online 

processes and interviews, which allowed the participant the time required to respond. With the 

synchronous communication, I was also able to evaluate responses and direct follow up 

questions quickly (Rubin & Rubin, 2012).  

Table 13 

Response Coding 

 

Question / Theme Theme 1 Theme 2 Theme 3 Theme 4 Theme 5 

Problem Solving Identify Problem (1) Solution First (6) No Response (2) 
 

 

General Themes Process Beginning Process End   

 

Student Achievement Directions (3) Patience (2) Support (2) Teamwork (1) Relatedness (1) 

General Themes Reliance on others Individual 

 

Parental Involvement Cooperative (2) Independent (6) No Response    

General Themes Support System (1)   

 

Define Flourish Determined (1) 
Financial 

Security (3) 
Social (5)   

General Themes Goal-Oriented Community   

 

Application Process Fear (3) Frustration (2) Time (3) Inspired (1) 
 

General Themes Intimidated Goal 

 

The Individual Voice 

The following analysis provides a picture of each participant in regard to their responses 

for the subscales along with their grade point score (GPA, <2 = 1, 2.5-2.9 = 2, 3.0 – 3.4 = 3, and 

>3.5 = 4). The evaluation of responses concerning the GPA can be presented by creating the 
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same scale of one to four. Each subscale is represented on the scale with a four equaling 

“always,” three equaling “usually,” two equaling “sometimes,” and a one for “never.” The lower 

the score illustrates, the lower the need within that category. 

Bernie, a Caucasian male, with a grade point score of 3 had an introjected (fear) score of 

2.1, an incentive score of 2.0, an intrinsic (desire) score of 2.2, and the identified (hope) score of 

2.2. These scores illustrate that Bernie does not require incentives or have a high fear of failure 

as motivating factors toward achievement. The ratings also indicate that his desire to learn and 

identified hope toward establishing success is reduced as well.  

Bernie responded to the problem-solving question by starting with the end first. His 

responses illustrate that he prefers guidance and is frustrated with the effort required to enroll in 

college. While his incentive score represented only a moderate need for rewards, he indicates 

financial security as the result of his actions. Bernie’s score on the amotivation scale does 

highlight his reluctance toward college as being slightly unmotivated. 

Davis, a Hispanic-American male with a grade point score of 3, also had an introjected 

score of 2.8, an incentive score of 2.6, an intrinsic score of 3.0, and the identified score of 3.0. 

These scores illustrate that Davis has a moderate need for incentives and fear of failure as 

motivating factors toward achievement. The scores also indicate that his desire to learn and 

identified hope toward establishing success is elevated. 

Davis responded to the problem-solving question by starting with the end first, too. His 

responses illustrate that he prefers detailed directions and is hopeful with the effort required to 

enroll in college. While his incentive score represented only a moderate need for rewards, he 

indicates financial security as the result of his actions. His response toward applying for college 
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is aligned with his responses to the identified and intrinsic scores. Davis’ score on the 

amotivation scale does highlight his motivation toward his next chapter. 

Ellen, a Caucasian female, with a grade point score of 2 also had an introjected score of 

2.6, an incentive score of 2.6, an intrinsic score of 2.2, and the identified score of 2.3. These 

scores illustrate that Ellen looks toward incentives and has a mid-level fear of failure as 

motivating factors toward achievement. The scores also indicate that her desire to learn and 

identified hope toward establishing success is reduced as well. 

Ellen responded to the problem-solving question by stating that she does not like to map 

out the process. She articulated that she does not want to “figure things out on her own,” and it 

seems to fall in line with her parent leaving the college decision to her. Ellen also fears she may 

not be on the same level as other students. Her amotivation score of 2 indicates that she has some 

limited confidence. 

Evie, a Caucasian female, with a grade point score of 2 also had an introjected score of 

2.4, an incentive score of 2.6, an intrinsic score of 2.3, and the identified score of 2.2. These 

scores illustrate that Evie looks toward incentives and has a mid-level fear of failure as 

motivating factors toward achievement. The scores also indicate that her desire to learn and 

identified hope toward establishing success is reduced. 

Evie did not respond to the problem-solving question. Her response to the factors that 

help her toward achievement illustrates that she prefers detailed directions and is hopeful with 

the effort required to enroll in college. The cooperative home is very involved in helping her 

reach her decision through a guidance factor, not as an influencer. Evie’s score on the 

amotivation scale does highlight her general hesitation toward applying to college. 
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KC, a Caucasian female, with one of the highest grade score of 4 had an introjected score 

of 2.9, an incentive score of 3.0, an intrinsic score of 2.5, and the identified score of 2.8. These 

scores illustrate that KC looks toward incentives and has a higher level of fear of failure. The 

ratings also indicate that her desire to learn is moderate, and she identified hope as elevated. 

KC responded to the problem-solving question by indicating she does not enjoy 

beginning the problem-solving process. Looking to take a year to decide what to do in the fall, 

her responses include receiving patience from teachers. While her incentive score illustrated a 

higher need for rewards, she indicates her actions lead her toward financial security. KC’s score 

on the amotivation scale highlights neutrality toward college, leaning slightly to unmotivated. 

Kishawn, an African-American male, with a grade point score of 2 had an introjected 

score of 2.1, an incentive score of 2.4, an intrinsic score of 1.5, and the identified score of 1.7. 

These scores illustrate that Kishawn looks toward incentives and has a moderate level of fear of 

failure. The ratings also indicate that his desire to learn and identified hope is low. Kishawn 

scored the lowest of all participants for intrinsic motivation.  

Kishawn did not respond to the problem-solving question but was quick to reveal that he 

wants to see the relevance of learning content. His incentive score illustrated only a moderate 

need for rewards; he indicates that social construct should be the result of his actions. His 

response toward applying for college is aligned with his responses with parental involvement. 

Kishawn’s score on the amotivation scale does highlight neutrality toward college and as could 

be slightly unmotivated. 

Summer, a Caucasian female, with a grade point score of 1 had an introjected score of 

3.1, an incentive score of 2.9, an intrinsic score of 2.5, and the identified score of 4.0. These 
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scores illustrate that Summer looks toward incentives and has a higher level of fear of failure. 

The ratings indicate that her desire to learn is moderate, and her identified hope is the highest. 

Summer responded to the problem-solving question by starting with the solution 

indicating a desire to succeed. Given the proper time and patience from teachers, her responses 

illustrate that she works harder in subjects that interest her. While her incentive score represented 

only a higher need for rewards, she indicates that social characteristics are essential for her 

actions. Her response toward applying for college has led to an increase in frustration and stress 

in the process. Summer’s score on the amotivation scale does highlight her confidence and 

motivation toward challenges. 

TT, an African-American female, with the highest grade point score of 4 had an 

introjected score of 2.8, an incentive score of 2.9, an intrinsic score of 2.0, and the identified 

score of 3.3. As one of the two highest GPA’s of the group, these scores illustrate that TT looks 

toward incentives and has a higher level of fear of failure. The ratings also indicate that her 

desire to learn is on the moderate side, but her identified hope is high. 

TT responded to the problem-solving question highlighting she is reactionary and would 

prefer to improve a finished solution. Given proper time and support from teachers, her 

responses also highlight her desire to be her own person. While her incentive score illustrated an 

elevated need for rewards, she indicates her actions should lead toward social construct. Her 

response toward applying for college is aligned with her responses to the identified and intrinsic 

scores, but she is moderately frustrated with the application process. 

Violet, a Caucasian female, with one of the highest grade score of 4 had an introjected 

score of 3.0, an incentive score of 3.4, an intrinsic score of 2.0, and the identified score of 3.2. 
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These scores illustrate that Violet looks toward incentives and has a higher level of fear of 

failure. The scores also indicate that her desire to learn is low, and her identified hope is low. 

Violet responded to the problem-solving question by indicating she enjoys defining the 

problem presented. Given the step-by-step from understanding teachers, her responses illustrate 

that she prefers supportive directions and is disappointed in her mother’s role and the time 

required in the enrollment process. Violet’s incentive score represented an elevated need for 

rewards. She indicates her actions should lead toward social construct. Like others, her response 

toward applying for college corresponds to the time required and the writing process. 

Summary  

Engel (2015) wrote that as people mature, learning becomes work. As students move 

from first-grade to high school graduation, high self-esteem goes from 80% to only 5% (Von 

Stumm et al., 2011). Distinguishing between controlling and supporting motivation through 

external means would undermine intrinsic motivation (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Deci et al., 1981). 

Providing an autonomy-supportive climate (parents or teachers) would heighten intrinsic 

motivation. The self-determination factor of autonomy denotes whether the student feels that 

they possess the freedom to choose how they complete their work (Avolio et al., 2004). 

Hossler and Gallagher (1987) developed the three-stage college choice model to illustrate 

the sequential stages of a student’s college choice. Students who decide on one stage to delay 

postsecondary articulation may not proceed to the next stage—the results of this research 

highlight that seniors of single-parent households have several general themes toward 

motivation. Two-thirds of the participants prefer to start with the end first. Within a structured 

school environment, nearly 90% of the participants rely on others for guidance and direct 
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support. Without those safeguards, the participants become intimated to the task through fear, 

frustration, and procrastination. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

Robert Frost wrote in the poem, The Road Not Taken, an allegory for how decisions can 

be present each day. A high school student reaches a fork in the road when determining their 

direction for postsecondary pursuits. Looking at elements of the decision-making process, the 

course of how to measure those elements is as vital to the equation as the analysis. The nature of 

human science presumes that the process of human experience is more intricate than a singular 

narrative of life (van Manen, 1997).  

Researchers of psychological phenomena require methods that dive into unique 

experiences and specific situations instead of testing universal laws (Willis, 2007). As Steve Jobs 

noted in his 2005 commencement speech to Stanford graduates: “You cannot connect the dots 

into the future, as those experiences have yet to be written.” This means that a person can 

connect the dots from past discoveries by turning data into knowledge, and through the 

application of the knowledge, transform knowledge into wisdom. 

A synopsis of this research starts with high school educators providing a student what is 

learned through content, providing how a person learns best through various inventory 

assessments, but not the why—understanding the why is the individual’s innate motivational 

behavior. Usher and Kober (2012) of George Washington University’s Center on Education 

Policy (CEP), reported that 40% of high school students identified themselves as unmotivated 

(De Castella & Byrne, 2015). The journey of discovery starts with a single step; reflection on the 

steps for this journey highlights the need to understand the hills and valleys of the student 

journey of decision-making. 

At the secondary educational level, several factors of a student’s motivation should be 

emphasized; belief in their competence, the student-teacher relationship, and the perceived value 
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of school (Barber & Olsen, 2004; Gutman & Midgley, 2000; Wigfield et al., 1997). Motivation 

at the secondary level is a crucial part of enhancing education engagement for postsecondary 

endeavors (Marrow & Ackermann, 2012). College administrators seek conclusive narratives for 

why students do not persevere (Pan et al., 2008). Vital to understanding the high school senior’s 

engagement and motivation is identifying the factors that center on the noncognitive functions of 

academic tenacity (Dweck et al., 2014). 

It is essential to distribute equally between the level of motivation students have in their 

engagement with the form at which it is applied (Ryan & Deci, 2000b; Vansteenkiste et al., 

2006). The differences between the types of extrinsic and intrinsic motivation lead to 

consequences for altering learning (Deci et al., 1998; Harter, 1978; Sansone & Harackiewicz, 

2000). When learning serves as a means to an end (extrinsic) then a negative indicator of an 

achievement outcome is present (Lepper et al., 2005; Vansteenkiste et al., 2006). Learning for 

learning (intrinsic) does predict the engagement of cognitive functions (Walker et al., 2006). 

Thus, motivation can promote engagement for higher academic achievement. Therefore, 

engagement can influence the decision-making process as the student would be motivated 

through either approach or avoidance tendency. 

The Research Center of the National Student Clearinghouse (NSC, 2020) reports while 

overall enrollments are still higher than in years past, the pace of postsecondary admissions 

decreased a half percent from the spring of 2019. As of 2018, the Research Center receives data 

from over 3,600 postsecondary institutions, representing 97% of the nation’s postsecondary 

enrollments in degree-granting institutions. The May report established the baseline for 

registrations before the national shelter-in-place as a result of the COVID-19 situation. The 

enrollment level represents some sustainability; the actual attendance rate at colleges for the fall 
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of 2020 has yet to be determined. Some colleges have already indicated they will hold virtual 

classrooms pending further developments in the COVID-19 condition. 

Engagement: Approach, Avoidance, or Procrastination  

When a goal is established, and a person moves toward that goal, they have approach 

tendency; moving away from the target is avoidance. When a goal is fluid, or without set 

parameters, then a student could demonstrate procrastination. Decision motivation concentrates 

on how people choose between different actions or different purposes. The work of Atkinson 

(1966), Heckhausen and Gollwitzer (1987), and Kuhl (1984) maintained that effort requires a 

decision on the cognitive level where a person envisions the possible action and then considers 

the consequence of working. Atkinson’s theory applies to high school seniors who apply or do 

not apply for a college by the deadline. Decision-making is the act of evaluating options and 

selecting the one most in-line to reaching the goal. 

The conflict of approach-avoidance is raised when a goal has both negative and positive 

elements. At that point, approach and avoidance movement interact at the same time. A person 

may want a positive experience of eating dessert; at the same time, it would have a negative 

effect on the person attempting to lose weight. Several scenarios can play out when deciding to 

apply to college. For some, like Bernie, Evie, and Kishawn, the positive experience could be that 

formal learning is on hold, yet the negative factor of fear is associated with the application 

process. Attending college could be a positive experience for those with higher intrinsic values, 

such as Davis, KC, and TT. Still, the negative also plays into the equation from fear of failure. 

Approach Tendency 

Approach tendency results from the perceived opportunity to achieve success and 

maximize satisfaction. Data from this research provides insight into how students of single-
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parent households utilize autonomy with reasoning strategies that allow them to draw the 

conclusions they want to produce (Scholer & Higgins, 2008). Both groups in this study scored on 

the negative side of the autonomy scale, compared to joint decision-making, indicating the 

concept of a more cooperative approach to decision-making. This cooperative approach 

highlights the position of others to influence the perceived need for guidance. Responses of 

participants in this study, Davis, Summer, and TT, have high intrinsic scores and associate 

flourishing with perseverance and hard work. The resulting data lead to the supposition of a 

correlation between the desire to succeed and hope. How the two play a crucial role in the 

development of engagement. The issue for Davis, Summer, and TT of not applying to college is 

a result of their continued perception of a fear of failure as viewed by others. 

Avoidance Tendency 

Avoidance tendency develops from perceived adverse outcomes, such as the expectation 

of failure. A student cannot move toward a goal while moving away from the same goal at the 

same time. Data from this research indicates that students in a single-parent household perceive 

that deciding to enroll in a college is not an urgent requirement. The data highlights extrinsic 

motivational factors have a higher degree of influence over intrinsic factors. Reluctance to apply 

to college was articulated by several participants with concepts such as; judgment of others about 

ability and the amount of time required in the application process. Responses of participants in 

this study, Bernie, Ellen, Evie, Kishawn, and Violet, represented with lower intrinsic scores. 

While Bernie wants others to see him as successful, Ellen reports flourishing as “not counting on 

others.” These two positions are not the opposite. They are, in fact, extrinsic and stem from the 

foundation of a fear of failure. Evie and Kishawn report flourishing as success as seen by family 

members, also from a fear of failure in the eyes of others. Violet sees the big picture of 
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flourishing by seeking community recognition. Her response to the application process highlights 

her perception that it involves a lot more work than she is willing to provide. 

Procrastination  

Students, like KC, that delay applying for a college could be labeled as procrastinators. 

Her neutrality scoring and desire to “take a year to decide what to do in the fall,” provide 

evidence for procrastination. This hesitation can be the conscious decision to use the time for 

other activities before the action deadline. Individuals defined as continual procrastinators 

fundamentally engage in the behavior when a task was perceived as somehow threatening. The 

task itself could influence the behavior. More often, the task represents a barrier to a goal and the 

perceived fear of failure toward the task (Ferrari et al., 1995; Tice & Baumeister, 1997). The 

consequences of procrastination have been linked to a negative mindset, low self-esteem, self-

control, and self-confidence (Lewin, 1935). Evidence for KC, her direct response, “I 

procrastinate because I am tired of writing” and “not sure if going to college is an ideal way to 

start making the money,” with her higher extrinsic fear of failure score coupled with a lower 

intrinsic desire to succeed. 

Discussion: Data Into Knowledge 

The overarching framework of this research is based on the theory of self-determination. 

Evaluating the influence of avoidance tendency provides additional evidence toward the 

decision-making factors that highlight the underlying motivational factors that contribute to 

influencing when a student delays, hesitates, or procrastinates enrolling in a college. A student 

that delays the enrollment process is 64% less likely to earn a bachelor’s degree (Bozick & 

DeLuca, 2005; Niu & Tienda, 2013). Decisions to not apply for college by the regular decision 

deadline could set the tone for long-term goals as well as impact collegiate options in the short-
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term (National Center for Education Statistics, 2018). Considering high school students are 

developing a more complex thinking ability and a sense of identity, it can be concluded that the 

student would perceive an increase in motivation by completing objectives in which they get a 

chance to direct part of the decision-making for success (Miller, 1989). 

The process by which an individual becomes accustomed to a given situation is called a 

hedonistic treadmill. With time, negative and positive factors are reduced and thus become 

commonplace. A natural occurrence of the human brain is the neurochemical process within the 

limbic system. The limbic system transmits to the body what is bad or good for the individual. 

When the individual is presented with a good experience, the brain releases four primary 

chemicals; dopamine, endorphin, oxytocin, and serotonin (Swenson, 2006; Turner, 2018). When 

choosing to make a decision that would obtain rewards, the chemical Dopamine is released. 

When confronting fear to continue a task, the right amount of endorphin can be released to 

complete a sequential step for the task. The focus is on the determination and achievement step 

to make one feel good about their effort. 

Knowledge From Amotivation Data 

The data from this research illustrates a small link to procrastination. Data from AMS 

scale of dual-parent household participants did not see high school or college as a waste of time, 

and each respondent declared they had applied to a college. Respondents of single-parent 

households agree with the value associated with high school and college. However, the point 

differential (delta) is substantial in their motivation to apply the effort as they do not perceive the 

value in the journey of the college experience. The amotivation score for the participants of 

single-parent households indicates a hesitation for the process. This score is only one aspect of 

their hesitation. 
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Knowledge From Extrinsic Data 

In the domain of motivational factors associated with decision-making, the chemical 

Dopamine is released to facilitate the energy needed to obtain rewards. When confronting fear to 

continue a task, the right amount of endorphin can be released when completing a sequential step 

for the task. The focus is on the determination and achievement step to make one feel good about 

their effort. The data from the Academic Self-Regulation Questionnaire (SRQ-A) of students 

from the nine single-parent households illustrates an almost two-point lower score within the fear 

of failure extrinsic factor and one point lower score for incentives. Students of dual-parent 

households relate the pressure for success and external rewards that contribute to the need to 

achieve as perceived by others. 

Knowledge From Intrinsic Data 

One aspect of the self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985) is a sense of 

belongingness. Oxytocin is released by the brain when a person perceives a high level of trust 

with others. While trust can take time to establish, the verification of trust will enhance the 

continuance of building trust with others. The chemical that the brain releases with an increase in 

the sense of safety when a positive attitude toward decision-making, is serotonin. If the student 

makes no decision, there will be no release of serotonin, and a reverse effect can occur (Ng, 

2018). The data from the Academic Self-Regulation Questionnaire (SRQ-A) reveals students 

from the nine single-parent households inversely report intrinsic values as three-and-a-half points 

below those of dual-parent households for the need to succeed and almost three points for 

identified regulation (hope). The application of this information is the transformation of moving 

from extrinsic toward the engagement of intrinsic stimuli. 
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Knowledge From Autonomy Data 

The data from the follow-up questions during the online “interview” illustrated that 

students of single-parent households articulated a sense of autonomy. The participants indicated 

in their responses that, though some parental involvement was present, most of them scored a 

lower autonomy rating in their responses on the SRQ-A. The knowledge gained from this data is 

the research clarifies perceived isolation in decision-making and how they would require 

guidance. Respondents from single-parent households report a six-point delta on a negative 

scale, demonstrating a much lower autonomy level. 

Academic achievement represented as grade-point average provides insight into the level 

of confidence or self-efficacy that the student has the knowledge or skills to embark on the 

college journey. The cognitive category highlights a personal goal and investment in learning. A 

student with cognitive engagement often views the result as the goal. The factors of behavior, 

past and present experiences, and the critical relationships all parallel the self-determination 

theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985) in context to student engagement. The experiences of autonomy and 

a feeling of belonging within the psychological model provide a clear example of how a student 

is in control of their life and that a person’s behavior is self-directed and guided from a direct 

interest (Ryan & Deci, 2000b). By providing students’ voices, underlying motivational factors 

that influence the student’s decision to delay or procrastinate to apply to a college can be 

revealed. 

Knowledge From the Coding Process 

The coding process (Appendix E) in this qualitative study revealed several interesting 

points of discovery. It is starting with understanding the participant’s perception of the term 

flourishing. Second, the knowledge of decision-making and problem-solving. Third, the process 
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of applying to college. The three foci provide an interwoven understanding of the decision by 

students that delay applying for a college. 

The first point of reference deals with the term flourish. The term flourish was utilized 

over the traditional term success. The standard definition of success is the “accomplishment of 

an aim or purpose.” Whereas, flourish is commonly defined as “grow or develop in a healthy or 

vigorous way.” I ascertain that success is the destination and flourish is the journey. Flourish, as 

defined by the participants were organized along two general themes. Forty-four percent (44%) 

of the respondents were coded as goal-oriented, with two focused responses of determination and 

financial security. Goal-oriented designation based on commitment was apparent in Ellen with 

the response of not relying on others for success. Ellen also scored a positive value for being 

motivated. Ellen did score a negative value on the Relative Autonomy Scale by having a higher 

indicator for extrinsic motivators. The combined influencers illustrate Ellen as a student who 

perceives the need for external forces while attempting to maintain autonomy toward the effort. 

The alternate designation of goal-orientation of defining flourish is financial security. 

Bernie and Davis scored the same level on the autonomy scale, while KC scored significantly 

lower on the same scale. The combined influencers that the three presents also highlight extrinsic 

motivators as key elements without a favorable autonomous position. 

The other half, or 56% of the participants, defined flourish with a socially-oriented 

coding. The four respondents, Evie, Kishawn, Summer, and Violet, held that each views the 

value of other perception of themselves. Promoting the ideal forward, Kishawn and Violet 

indicated the value community service as a factor toward flourishing. Evie and Summer highlight 

the desire to make their families and others proud of their efforts.  
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The second point of discovery relates to two questions dealing with decision-making and 

problem-solving. These two are linked together as they represent the mindset of the student by 

beginning and resolving a situation. The first general theme centers on the problem-solving 

aspect. The data reveals two specific foci, Bernie, Davis, Ellen, KC, and TT, and Summer, 

responded indicating they prefer to start with the solutions, Violet was the sole respondent that 

would start with identifying the problem. Finally, Evie and Kishawn did not respond. Beginning 

with the answers, or the end first, illustrates the need of these students for extrinsic stimuli to 

provide guidance and information. Identifying the problem first exhibits the need for the student 

to utilize intrinsic factors. 

The data reveals a second general theme of the decision-making environment. The 

general idea consisted of only two specific themes. The first is the cooperative environment, and 

the second is an independent environment. Evie and Summer revealed parental involvement as 

cooperative. Both of these participants understood the final decision would be theirs; they 

articulated that their parental involvement was appreciated and welcomed. Davis, Ellen, KC, 

Kishawn, TT, and Summer highlight the overwhelming belief that they are on their own when 

deciding for postsecondary endeavors. Through follow-up questioning, Ellen revealed she was 

more afraid (fear of failure) of making the wrong choice. TT demonstrated more autonomy by 

wanting to spread her wings, which counters her score on the autonomy scale. If I were able to 

have those scores before she answered this question, it would have been prudent to ask an 

additional question based on a fear of failure. 

The third point of discovery deals with the process of applying to college. The data 

reveals specific foci, Bernie, Ellen, KC, indicating fear as the overarching concern. Kishawn and 

Summer were frustrated in the whole process. Davis was the sole respondent who reported the 
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prospect inspired him. Finally, Evie, TT, and Violet were more concerned with the amount of 

time it would take for the whole process. Combining the fear, frustration, and time leads me to 

establish avoidance tendency as the underlying route of their situation. Davis is of the approach 

tendency, and his identified regulatory (hope) score highlights that position. 

Conclusion 

This phenomenological study integrated several instruments to identify the motivational 

elements of amotivation, autonomy, fear of failure (introjected), incentives (external regulation), 

hope (intrinsic motivation), and a desire to succeed (identified regulation). I utilized AMS to 

determine amotivation, the SRQ-A, for the extrinsic, intrinsic, and calculated RAI to assess the 

level of autonomy. Open-ended questions in the interview process were utilized to collect 

personal experiences (Smith et al., 2009) and the possibility to address new and emerging themes 

(Finlay, 2009; Giorgi, 2010) directly from the participants. 

The data from the respondents have been converted into knowledge, and, as represented 

in Figure 3, the grouping of intrinsic and extrinsic motivators is clearly illustrated. Both single-

parent households and dual-parent households show uniform grouping for the motivational 

factors. However, responses from the dual-parent household participants display higher levels of 

extrinsic and intrinsic motivation. The higher responses illustrate to me that the desire to succeed 

is a little higher than the motivation of fear of failure. The figure also illustrates two outliers; 

amotivation RAI scores. Interestingly, Jake had the most pronounced variation in scores. His low 

score on amotivation mirrors that of his autonomous score. A follow-up question for Jake would 

be the impact his parents played on his decision-making. The dual-parent group was not 

provided an opportunity for the interviews. The data presented from the group is shown to help 

determine if the level of motivation stimuli is the same for all seniors. The graphs indicate that 
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both groups demonstrate associated factors of being motivated. As a group, the participants in 

the dual-parent household recorded higher levels of motivation than those in single-parent 

households. 

At the beginning of the research phase outlined in this paper, the single-parent household 

group, as a whole, had not applied to a college as of the deadline of January 31st. With the 

survey taking place on April 16th, Davis had applied to a college, and thus his score for 

amotivation could have been skewed due to the variance in the timeline. I believe that Davis 

responded in accordance with his thought process prior to his application to college. Summer and 

TT also had amotivation scores that illustrated a high degree of motivation for applying to 

college. Removing Davis from the equation, the results show 75% of the participants from the 

single-parent group have low motivation. 

Figure 3 

Comparison of Causality 

  
 

The categorization of questions (Appendix A) is amotivation, extrinsic values, and 

intrinsic values. Results from the survey and questionnaire reveal that intrinsic motivational 
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factors play a more significant role in the decision-making process. Engagement, and the 

intrinsic values of desire and hope, lead to the more in-depth application of decision-making. It 

has been said that the whole is greater than the sum of its parts. The National Center for 

Education Statistics (NCES, 2018) reports that 30% of students who graduated from high school 

do not enroll in college. Of a class size of 28 students, 32% (9) have not applied as of the 

deadline. Seven of those nine (78%) were from single-parent households.  

The participants in this study revealed their extrinsic and intrinsic motivation for 

postsecondary endeavors by articulating how they perceive decision-making for their actions. 

78% of the participants have not applied to college. All in all, participants of single-parent 

households scored 69.87% higher for extrinsic versus intrinsic factors. Participants of dual-

parent households scored 79.44% higher for extrinsic versus intrinsic factors. Interestingly, the 

single-parent household student scored 28.52% lower on the autonomy scale. The data leads to 

the conclusion that students of dual-parent households have a great idea of individualism, but a 

greater need to prove themselves to others through a fear of failure. It can also be determined that 

students of single-parent households have an increased fear of failure when positioned to have to 

make decisions and are reluctant to act on their own. Engagement, and the intrinsic values of 

desire and hope, lead to the application of intrinsic decision-making. 

Evaluation of the responses provided the placement for motivation causality (Table 14). 

The engagement factors illustrated to provide a guide as to the indicator and force behind the 

engagement factor. The achievement and power motivators are intrinsic by nature with a goal 

force of desire to succeed. The growth and social motivators are also intrinsic and deal with hope 

in making a difference for the community (social) and oneself (growth). Finally, the extrinsic 
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factors of fear and incentive have a force of learning through social interaction as well. In the 

case of extrinsic motivators, this is the carrot (incentives) and the stick (fear of failure). 

Table 14 

Motivation Causality Indicators 

 
Motivator Achievement Power Growth Social Fear Incentive  

Type Intrinsic Intrinsic Extrinsic 

Area Desire to Succeed Hope Fear of Failure  Outside Influence 

Indicator 

A desire to 

improve skills 

and prove 

competency. 

A desire for 

self-rule or 

control 

over others. 

A desire to 

increase 

knowledge of 

ourselves. 

A desire to 

make a 

difference. 

Driven by 

rewards for 

achieving the 

objective. 

Involves 

consequences. 

Force Learning Goal  Learning Social Social Learning  

Note. Adapted from Elliot, A., & Covington, M. (2001). Approac h and Avoidance Motivation. Educational Psychology 

Review, 13(2), 73-92. Copyright 2001 by Elliot and Covington. 

The current knowledge derived from this research confirms the level of engagement 

directly corresponds with higher intrinsic motivational stimuli. The presence of extrinsic 

incentives adds value to the engagement when a person comprehends that the value cannot 

exceed that of the intrinsic stimuli. A person must define and discover their concept of 

flourishing for a given activity, goal, or task, first, by setting a goal of achievement. Second, 

through a desire to succeed by maintaining a positive mindset of power toward self-rule. Third, 

maintain hope to understand the connectedness of learning and social construct. And forth, not to 

be afraid of failure, but embrace the opportunity for growth beyond by demonstrating resiliency. 

The word “fail” simply is an acronym for the first attempt in learning. 

Recommendation—Knowledge Into Wisdom 

Researchers transform data into knowledge and, ultimately, that knowledge into wisdom 

through the application of the obtained knowledge. Educational institutions have implemented 

various plans to incorporate a student’s learning style within the curriculum. Motivation can 

facilitate student engagement by; guiding behavior toward specific goals, improving energy and 
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effort, increasing the origination and continuance in activities. Thus affecting the cognitive 

course of action, determining which consequences are reinforced, and ultimately boosting 

student achievement.  

The ability to move the needle of student engagement toward intrinsic factors of desire 

and hope requires a long-range vision. However, a vision without a plan is a hallucination. To 

engage and motivate students, the idea is for students to experience the value and application of 

learning. Implementing an assessment coupled with their learning style to measure a student’s 

motivation will help engage the students. 

Decision motivation is categorized as the classic unmotivated learner. This is where the 

student knows that work needs to be accomplished but has decided not to do anything about it. 

Students have reached that decision point. Whether they choose to complete a project or not 

could highlight several underlying questions. Learners are motivated by several factors: the fear 

of failure, incentives, the desire to succeed, or hope. As we grow, most of the early curiosity is 

tested away, and school becomes work. As obstacles increase, desire to learn decreases, and 

incentives and fear of failure move to the forefront. Erickson (2003) identified the connection 

(relatedness), contribution (interest), and competence as the “critical ingredients for a healthy 

child and youth development.” 

Recommendation One  

A resource for school faculty to understand the nuances of each student. Educators have 

long understood that differentiated instruction will relate to a broader scope of students. To 

complete the three-dimensional puzzle of student autonomy, engagement, and motivation; school 

districts should guide students in discovering the personal foundations of learning. Implemented 

as a school-wide initiative at the beginning of each year, students should be provided a series of 
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self-assessments (Appendix F) to establish an individualized profile called personal unified 

profile in learning (PUPiL). The assessments would help students identify their engagement 

level, their learning style, and their motivational approach to learning. Many students may have 

faced so much failure that success seems unattainable, so this is as much esteem building as it is 

one of an engagement philosophy. The Motivational Engagement Matrix (Table 15) shows the 

breakdown for the motivational thought process that can be attributed to student engagement. 

Table 15 

Motivational Engagement Matrix (MEM) 

 

 

D E S I R E  T O  S U C C E E D  

INTRINSIC EXTRINSIC 
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ss 

Relatedne
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OF  
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T 

R 

I 

N 

S 

I 

C 
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ce 
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this 
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this 
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this 

I like how 

this 

relates 

Help me 

to 
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Will you 

help me 
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nd 

Will you 

help me 
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I 
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my 
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d 
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do this 
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Recommendation Two  

Once the assessments have been completed, students would be provided a new course 

called service-oriented unified learning. Core subject areas, English, math, science, and social 

studies, would be incorporated into the outcomes. The concept of service-oriented unified 

learning revolves around a learning environment that should be created as a set of independent 

units of learning, packaged as student-oriented activities, and centered on community-based 

initiatives. The design, creation, and implementation of this learner-based system will integrate 

learning styles with motivational stimuli toward student engagement. The school district requires 

each student to take a half-year health class. As a student enters the ninth grade, they will be 

enrolled in the half-year health class as well as half-year of an engagement class. For ninth grade, 

students will be presented with the theory of knowledge. In their 10th grade year, they will be 

enrolled in a year-long class on the theory of leadership. Subsequent years will focus on school-

based and then community-based projects based on a student’s area of interest. Possible 

engagement foci are presented in Table 16. 

Table 16 

Service-Oriented Learning  

 
9th Grade 

Knowledge 

10th Grade  

Leadership 

11th Grade  

School-Based Project 

12th Grade  

Community-Based Project 

Emotions Theory of Leadership Instructional team involvement Cultural awareness 

Language Principles of Leadership School climate enhancement Education mentoring 

Reason Communication Student Government participation Environmental endeavors 

 

Extrinsic motivation is categorized as learning-oriented and denotes the motives that are 

established outside of the behaviors they create. In essence, the causes of the behavior are not 

essential to the behavior itself (Hoyenga & Hoyenga, 1984). If a student is promised something 

as a reward for getting a good grade on a test, they will only work hard for that one good grade, 
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and therefore the motive is not to obtain knowledge. Incentives to complete a given task has been 

found to decrease learner motivation (Hoyenga & Hoyenga, 1984). In terms of decision-making, 

an increase in extrinsic factors does not necessarily lead to lower motivation. 

Intrinsic motivation is categorized as goal-oriented and requires effort and persistence to 

be put forth by each student. Intrinsically motivated students will develop the goal to achieve and 

learn. When the student has a mastery goal united with the desire to obtain an understanding of a 

topic, the results have been found to align with active learning strategies and positive attitudes 

toward formal school education. In terms of decision-making, this research verifies Deci and 

Ryan, the higher the intrinsic motivation, the greater the motivation to flourish. 

Human history has been strongly affected by disease throughout the ages. Today’s 

pandemic is just another that impacts the lives of the world. For first-year college-bound 

students, the impact on the enrollment has not materialized, as actual applications have increased 

as of May 2020 (National Student Clearinghouse, 2020). Institutions will have to wait to 

determine the attendance rate for the fall 2020 session. For over 30 years, the attrition rate for 

first-year college students has averaged 38%. Secondary educators tend to instruct with a broad 

brush in delivering the content. Educators could learn a lesson from the agriculture community 

when evaluating the attrition rate coupled with the 40% rate of high school seniors who report 

they are unmotivated.  

The analogy begins with the great Irish potato famine between 1845 and 1850, continuing 

through the rice blight of Southeast Asia in the 1960s, and the corn shortage of 1970 in the 

United States (Harveson, 2014). In each circumstance, an individual variety of the crop was 

instituted. A fast-growing crop that was conducive to the land. The problem was that the one-

size-works-for-all concept did not foresee the problem of external influencers. For the crops, 
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disease decimated each crop. One-third of the human population was lost in Ireland, nearly 30% 

of the crop was lost in the United States, and 80% of the yield in Southeast Asia.  

Compared to the first-year college attrition rate, while diverse instruction is encouraged, 

the outcomes have remained consistent. If educators choose the single strain of preparing 

students, they could be following the same recipe. Understanding the needs for each student 

based on engagement level, learning style, and motivational influencers should direct instruction 

to the factors outlined by Deci and Ryan; autonomy, competence, and relatedness. 

Learning cannot survive in a vacuum in formalized educational systems. Students should 

not be guided to learn only through direct instruction. Under the stewardship of a teacher, 

competent in instructional content, practices, and able to recognize motivational factors, learners 

will progress more quickly. If we are unable to improve learner engagement, all else are simply 

exercises in the effort. When we combine a person’s learning style with their motivation style, it 

tells a much more complete story. The actual value a student receives is how they reach their 

goals and ultimate potential in a way that they will enjoy the journey. 

A students’ resiliency is the engagement level they put forth, with little expectations from 

others. For nearly 12 years, the directional decisions for students have been made by others. 

Decision-making is the fork in the road. There can be a concern, doubt, or hesitation to reach a 

decision. In such cases, an individual must be resilient to adjust their journey to focus on the 

destination. While a students’ drive to achieve academically has increased over time, their 

emotional health has declined (Eagan et al., 2016). This research can assist educators in 

preparing high school students for the rigors of decision-making in the postsecondary domain. 

Applying the factors of behavior, past and present experiences, and the motivational factors of 
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the self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985) to student engagement, emotional well-being, 

and perseverance. 

The compass for the journey in the presented research pointed toward the question of 

decision-making for postsecondary endeavors. Self-determination theory claims that individuals 

have a “wholly” trinity of fundamental psychological requirements; autonomy, competence, and 

relatedness. It has been ascertained that when these psychological requirements are met in 

students, their decision-making process and well-being substantially increases (Ryan & Deci, 

2009). The data from the presented research indicates the higher the intrinsic factors, the greater 

the motivation to flourish, and that a higher need for extrinsic factors, do not necessarily lead to 

lower motivation. Educators and learners have reached a fork in the road. To take the path to 

encourage autonomy, engagement, and motivation to flourish through informed decisions. 
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Appendix A: Motivation Scale 

 Student survey to determine motivational factors toward postsecondary endeavors. 

Please create a pseudonym FIRST name     

Gender  
Female 

[  ] 

Male 

[  ] 

No Response 

[  ] 

I confirm I was born before  

May 1, 2002. [ ] 

Parental Household 

Dual [  ] Single [  ] 

Ethnicity 
African- American 

[  ] 

American Indian 

[  ] 

Asian-American 

[  ] 

Hispanic-American 

[  ] 

Caucasian-American 

[  ] 

No response 

[  ] 

After high school, 

my plan is 

AmeriCorp/Military 

[  ] 
Start working 

[  ] 

College 

[  ] 

Undecided 

[  ] 

other__________ 

[  ] 

I have started the process by completing 
ASVAB test 

[  ]  

Resume 

[  ] 

Application 

[  ] 

Nothing yet 

[  ] 

My GPA is 
Below 2.0 

[  ] 

2.0 – 2.4 

[  ] 

2.5 – 2.9 

[  ] 

3.0 – 3.4 

[  ] 

3.5 or higher 

[  ] 
 

Please respond to each question 
 You may skip any question 

Strongly 

Disagree 

Moderately 

Disagree 

Slightly 

Disagree 

Slightly 

Agree 

Moderately 

Agree 

Strongly 

Agree 

A. High school is a waste of my time       

B. College is necessary       

C. High school is beneficial       

D. College isn’t worth the effort       

 

Why do I do my homework, because Never Sometimes Usually Always 

E. I will feel bad about myself if I don’t do it.     

F. that’s what I’m supposed to do.     

G. I enjoy doing my homework.     

H. it’s important to me to do my homework.     

 

Why do I work on my classwork, because Never Sometimes Usually Always 

I. I don’t want the teacher to yell at me.     

J. I want the teacher to think I’m a good student.     

K. I want to learn new things.     

L. I’ll be ashamed of myself if it didn’t get done.     

M. it’s fun.     

N. that’s the rule.     

O. I enjoy doing my classwork.     

P. it’s important to me to work on my classwork.     

 

Why do I try to answer hard questions in class, because Never Sometimes Usually Always 

Q. Because I want the other students to think I’m smart.     

R. Because I feel ashamed of myself when I don’t try.     

S. Because I enjoy answering hard questions.     

T. Because that’s what I’m supposed to do.     

U. I want to find out if I’m right or wrong.     

V. it’s fun to answer hard questions.     

W. it’s important to me to try to answer hard questions.     

X. I want the teacher to say nice things about me     

 

Why do I try to do well in school, because Never Sometimes Usually Always 
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Y. that’s what I’m supposed to do.     

Z. So I want my teachers to think I’m a good student     

AA. I enjoy doing my school work well.     

BB. I will get in trouble if I don’t do well.     

CC. I’ll feel really bad about myself if I don’t do well.     

DD. it’s important to me to try to do well in school.     

EE. I will feel really proud of myself if I do well.     

FF. I might get a reward if I do well.     

 

Note. Adapted from the Academic Motivation Scale (Vallerand, R.J., Pelletier, L.G., Blais, M.R, Brière, N.M., Senécal, C., & 

Vallières, E.F. (1993). Copyright 1993 by Vallerand et al. 

Note. Adapted from Academic Self-Regulation Questionnaire (SRQ-A), from the Center for Self-Determination Theory. 

Copyright 1985 by Ryan and Connell. 
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Appendix B: Intrinsic Motivation Scale Responses 

Appendix B Mean scores of the student survey, by question with focus measurement. 

Thank you for your time and willingness to share your experiences in your personal and academic growth.  

Each question will help you and the school make improvements and tailor programs to better meet your needs. 

 

Participants over 18 20  Gender Parental household 

Demographics Identified as Female (14) Male (6) Dual Parents Single Parent 

African-American (BL) 3 12.5 % 33 % 67 % 
1 Female 

1 Male 

0 Female 

1 Male 

American-Indian (AI) 0 0 % 0 % 0 % 
0 Female 

0 Male 

0 Female 

0 Male 

Asian-American (AS) 2 12.5 % 100 % 0 % 
1 Female 
0 Male 

1 Female 
0 Male 

Caucasian-American (WH) 12 62.5 % 73.3 % 26.7 % 
4 Female 

2 Male 

5 Female 

1 Male 

Hispanic-American (HI) 3 12.5 % 67 % 33 % 
2 Female 

0 Male 

0 Female 

1 Male 

Respondents with a plan 
0 %  

Military (0) 

0 %  

Start working (0) 

95.8 %  

College (19) 

4.2 %  

Undecided (1) 

0 %  

No response (0) 

African-American (BL) 3 
0 % Female 

0 % Male 

0 % Female 

0 % Male 

1 Female 

2 Male 

0 % Female 

0 % Male 

0 % Female 

0 % Male 

American-Indian (AI) 0 
0 % Female 

0 % Male 

0 % Female 

0 % Male 

0 % Female 

0 % Male 

0 % Female 

0 % Male 

0 % Female 

0 % Male 

Asian-American (AS) 2 
0 % Female 
0 % Male 

0 % Female 
0 % Male 

2 Female 

0 Male 
0 % Female 
0 % Male 

0 % Female 
0 % Male 

Caucasian-American (WH) 12 
0 % Female 

0 % Male 

0 % Female 

0 % Male 

9 Female  

2 Male 

0 Female 

1 Male 

0 % Female 

0 % Male 

Hispanic-American (HI) 3 
0 % Female 
0 % Male 

0 % Female 
0 % Male 

2 Female 

1 Male 
0 % Female 
0 % Male 

0 % Female 
0 % Male 

Respondents completing 
ASVAB test 

(0) 

20 % 

Resume (4) 

35 %  

Application (7) 

45 %  

Nothing yet (9) 

%  

No response 

African-American (BL) 3 
0 Female 

0 Male 

0 Female 

1 Male 

0 Female 

0 Male 

1 Female 

1 Male 

0 Female 

0 Male 

American-Indian (AI) 0 
0 Female 

0 Male 

0 Female 

0 Male 

0 Female 

0 Male 

0 Female 

0 Male 

0 Female 

0 Male 

Asian-American (AS) 2 
0 Female 
0 Male 

0 % Female 
0 % Male 

1 Female 

0 Male 

1 Female 

0 Male 
0 Female 
0 Male 

Caucasian-American (WH) 12 
0 Female 

0 Male 

2 Female 

1 Male 

4 Female  

Male 

3 Female 

2 Male 

0 Female 

0 Male 

Hispanic-American (HI) 3 
0 Female 
0 Male 

0 Female 
0 Male 

2 Female 

0 Male 
1 Female 

0 Male 
0 Female 
0 Male 

Respondents GPA 
0 % 

Below 2.0 

0%  

2.0 – 2.4  

 20 %  

2.5 – 2.9 (4) 

25 % 

3.0 – 3.4 (5) 

55 %  

3.5 or higher (11) 

African-American (B.L.) 3 
0 Female 

0 Male 

0 Female 

0 Male 

0 Female 

1 Male 

0 Female 

0 Male 

1 Female 

1 Male 

American-Indian (A.I.) 0 
0 Female 
0 Male 

0 Female 
0 Male 

0 Female 
0 Male 

0 Female 
0 Male 

0 Female 
0 Male 

Asian-American (AS) 2 
0 Female 

0 Male 

0 Female 

0 Male 

1 Female 

0 Male 

0 Female 

0 Male 

1 Female 

0 Male 

Caucasian-American 
(W.H.) 

12 
0 Female 
0 Male 

0 Female 
0 Male 

1 Female 

1 Male 

1 Female 

2 Male 

7 Female 

0 Male 

Hispanic-American (HI) 3 
0 Female 
0 Male 

0 Female 
0 Male 

0 Female 
0 Male 

1 Female 

1 Male 

1 Female 

0 Male 
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Survey Questions Avg. Focus  

AMS Scale Low (1) to High (6) score  Focus Measurement 

A. High school is a waste of my time 2.25 amotivation Amotivation 

B. College is necessary 4.60 motivation Amotivation 

C. High school is beneficial 4.80 motivation Amotivation 

D. College isn’t worth the effort 2.40 amotivation Amotivation 

SRQ-A  
Always = 1, Usually = 2,  

Sometimes = 3, Never = 4 

E. Because I will feel bad about myself if I don’t do it. 2.45 Homework Extrinsic – Fear 

F. Because I want the teacher to think I’m a good student. 2.80 Classwork Extrinsic - Fear 

G. Because I’ll be ashamed of myself if it didn’t get done. 2.75 Classwork Extrinsic – Fear 

H. Because I want the other students to think I’m smart. 2.35 Questions Extrinsic – Fear 

I. Because I feel ashamed of myself when I don’t try. 2.55 Questions Extrinsic – Fear 

J. So I want my teachers to think I’m a good student. 2.90 School Extrinsic – Fear 

K. Because I’ll feel really bad about myself if I don’t do well. 3.00 School Extrinsic – Fear 

L. Because I will feel really proud of myself if I do well. 3.30 School Extrinsic – Fear 

M. Because that’s what I’m supposed to do (homework). 3.25 Homework Extrinsic – Incentives 

N. I don’t want the teacher to yell at me. 2.20 Classwork Extrinsic – Incentives 

O. Because that’s the rule. 3.00 Classwork Extrinsic – Incentives 

P. Because that’s what I’m supposed to do (hard questions). 2.85 Questions Extrinsic – Incentives 

Q. Because I want the teacher to say nice things about me. 2.65 Questions Extrinsic – Incentives 

R. Because that’s what I’m supposed to do (school). 2.80 School Extrinsic – Incentives 

S. Because I will get in trouble if I don’t do well. 2.90 School Extrinsic – Incentives 

T. Because I might get a reward if I do well. 2.55 School Extrinsic – Incentives 

U. Because I enjoy doing my homework. 2.05 Homework Intrinsic – Desire 

V. Because it’s fun. 2.30 Classwork Intrinsic – Desire 

W. Because I enjoy doing my classwork. 2.50 Classwork Intrinsic – Desire 

X. Because I enjoy answering hard questions. 2.65 Questions Intrinsic – Desire 

Y. Because it’s fun to answer hard questions. 2.60 Questions Intrinsic – Desire 

Z. Because I enjoy doing my school work well. 3.25 School Intrinsic – Desire 

AA. Because it’s important to me to do my homework. 3.10 Homework Intrinsic – Hope 

BB. Because I want to learn new things. 3.00 Classwork Intrinsic – Hope 

CC. Because it’s important to me to work on my classwork. 3.00 Classwork Intrinsic – Hope 

DD. I want to find out if I’m right or wrong. 2.80 Question Intrinsic – Hope 

EE. Because it’s important to me to try to answer hard questions in class. 2.80 Question Intrinsic – Hope 

FF. Because it’s important to me to try to do well in school. 3.30 School Intrinsic – Hope 

Total Questions 32  

Note. Adapted from the Academic Motivation Scale (Vallerand, R.J., Pelletier, L.G., Blais, M.R, Brière, N.M., Senécal, C., & 

Vallières, E.F. (1993). Copyright 1993 by Vallerand et al. 

Note. Adapted from Academic Self-Regulation Questionnaire (SRQ-A), from the Center for Self-Determination Theory. 

Copyright 1985 by Ryan and Connell. 
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Appendix C: Interview Protocol Invitation 

Dear [participant's pseudonym Name], 

I would like to thank you for the commitment in sharing your experiences and knowledge 

for this study. Your responses could help you discover what motivators guide you in the 

decision-making processes. It could also aid your teachers in improving the educational 

experience of students that follow you on the journey after high school. The school district is 

continually evaluating best practices to guide decisions about the instruction and curriculum.  

During this phase, I will be asking you about your experiences as a student as well as 

your perceptions concerning your plans after graduating from high school. I would like you to 

feel comfortable with saying what you think and how you feel. There are no right or wrong 

answers. Think of this as more conversational, using your own language and terminology. As the 

nation grips with the national emergency, an electronic interview will be conducted utilizing the 

Zoom™ platform. You will be provided a specific URL, and agreeable date and time, through 

correspondence within Google Classroom. 

At any time, and for any reason, you may withdraw from this study. If you are not 

comfortable with a question, you may choose to skip that question. The entire interview process 

should take an average of 20 minutes. The responses you provide can be as detailed as you wish 

and could inspire a few additional questions from the researcher. Here are the primary questions: 

• What elements of a problem-solving task makes you the happiest? 

• What are the factors that help you achieve as a student? 

• How has your parent been involved in your decision about postsecondary quests? 

• How do you interpret the meaning of flourishing? 

• How do you describe the process of applying to college? 

The school district, university, and the I thank you for your time and attention and look 

forward to learning and working with you so we can present the analysis of the information to 

the educational community. 

 

Respectfully, 

John R. Leach 
Primary Researcher 
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Appendix D: Research Timeline 

1. Formal approval from the IRB received on: April 10, 2020. 

2. Start date: April 14, 2020. 

3. Day 1; correspond with teachers to obtain consent – Granted, approved to recruit. 

4. Day 2; begin round 1 of the recruitment efforts through the online portal.  

Students will attest to being over 18 years of age and create a pseudo name for identification. 

Data are automatically captured in an Excel™ spreadsheet. The cell will display the 

interview [participant's pseudo name] for continuance.  

Update, due to the COVID-19 restrictions for face-to-face and online interaction, the 

interview process took place online through synchronous communication for data entry with 

one-on-one messaging capability. 

5. Identify qualifying students for interview process based on responses of dual or single parent 

households. Goal for this phase is 5, based on NCES (2018) reports of 30% of students who 

graduated from high school do not enroll in college.  

6. Day 11, confirm, in writing, conference room in counseling department for availability to 

conduct one-on-one interviews. CANCELED. 

7. Day 13, through the English teacher, notify each potential participant in sealed envelopes. 

The invitation will offer the participants their choice to schedule a time during school hours, 

through an online scheduler using [participant's pseudo name]. CANCELED 

8. Day 20 – 22, phase 2: conduct the prescribed in-person interviews of the identified 

individuals. As the consent form provides for video tapping, confirm with each participant, 

they understand that the video will be transcribed by the researcher and then stored in a 

secure location with access only by the researcher. CANCELED 

9. Day 24, begin transcribing all responses. 

10. Day 28, begin analyzing data and bracket common themes and responses. 

11. Day 40, finalize data analysis and prepare a report. 

12. Day 55, present to ACU. 
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Appendix E: Coding 

Coding Participant responses to questionnaire. 

What elements of a problem-solving task makes you the happiest? Coding Pass 

Bernie 
The reversing process, which means I start with the end and back-track how it may 

be adjusted to meet the requirement. 
Solution first 

Davis 
I would enjoy implementing the solution chosen by others. Team work makes me 

nervous, I'd prefer to take directions from the others. 
Solution first 

Ellen 

I honestly don't like to problem solve, in the relation to schoolwork. Seems the 

teachers show one way to solve a problem, when in fact, there could be thousands. 

The element that frustrates me the most is trying to map it all out first. During this 

medical crisis, I understand we can't just try every possible solution, but we have to 

start somewhere with something. 

Solution first 

Researcher 
(chat board) 

Ellen? If I may, you responded that with thousands of possible solutions, teachers seem to show or 

present one way. How would you present the possible solutions to your class? 

Ellen 

Response. Teachers have said there may be a variety of solutions, but they seem to only have one in 

mind as correct. If I could present veins of thought to promote different solutions. I 

would suggest a solution could be down this thought line, or that thought line. I use the 

medical crisis as an example because how a solution might be directed to specific 

demographics or medical commonalities. 

Evie no response n/a 

K.C. 
I like the ending, reviewing the solution. Least of all I don't like brainstorming, as I 

feel I will be way off. 
Solution first 

Researcher 
(chat board) 

K.C.? If I may, what factors of brainstorming were you concerned with?  

K.C. Response. I feel like I don’t have the creative elements to come up with several possible solutions. 

Kishawn no response n/a 

Summer I like to star with the solution I think would be the best fit for the identified problem. Solution first 

T.T. 
I don't like the problem-solving concept. Teachers tended to have one answer. Of 

them all though would be a re-design process if something doesn't work. 
Solution first 

Violet I like defining the problem. Then choosing a possible solution 
Identify 

problem 

Describe the factors that help you achieve as a student?  

Bernie 
People are not equal. Some people are more likely to succeed than others. For me, 

have someone help guide me through processes. 
Direction 

Davis clearly stated directions and objectives Direction 

Ellen teamwork. I do not like to try and work things out on my own Teamwork 

Evie a supportive mother and teachers Support 

K.C. time. Patience on my part and the teachers part Patience 

Kishawn seeing the relevance in my life Relatedness 
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Summer 
When a teacher is understanding, available, approachable, and can explain things in 

simple terms. When I am interested in the subject.  
Patience 

T.T. Support group, time management  Support 

Violet Understanding teachers. Step-by-step instructions Direction 

How has your parent been involved in your decision about postsecondary quests?  

Bernie no response n/a 

Davis 

My mother had me make a list of the factors that I believe would enhance the college 

experience. As the question related to my efforts to apply before February 1, I have, 

as of March 10, applied to two schools 

Independent 

Ellen left me to make the decision, but did give me some options on location to think about. Independent 

Researcher 
(chat board) 

Ellen, what was your reaction to that position?  

Ellen 

Response. I am nervous that I would make the wrong choice to either attend or not attend college in 

the fall. Having my mom spend money for a failed attempt makes me nervous, but I also 

know that the responsibility to proceed is mine and my choice has to be the strongest 

factor. 

Evie Very involved in helping me narrow what I'd like to do that will make money. Cooperative 

Researcher 
(chat board) 

Evie, what was your reaction to that position?  

Evie 

Response. I hope to make the right decision, and that delaying that decision can put me behind 

others. My mother is very good at listening and really helping me map things out. I 

realize this is my decision. 

K.C. my decision on the next phase and how'd she be proud of me of my choice. Independent 

Kishawn Not too involved, says I have to make this decision for myself Independent 

Researcher Kishawn, what was your reaction to that position?  

Kishawn Response. My mother is good at avoiding decisions she thinks I should be making  

Summer 
They have set me on the path to go to college since my childhood. They weigh in on 

the finances.  
Cooperative 

T.T. 
to figure it out for myself but did offer to go on some visits to see what it would be 

like. 
Independent 

Researcher T.T., what was your reaction to that position?  

T.T. 
Response. I think my father would be better suited to help in guiding me along, but he is in another 

state. My mother doesn’t want me to move out of the area, but I need to spread my wings. 

Violet left me to make the decision, but did give me went over options. Independent 

Researcher Violet, what was your reaction to that position?  

Violet 

Response. I was a little disappointed that she didn’t want to help me more. I understand she thinks 

its my choice, but her input makes me wonder if she thinks it is worth all of the expense 

and trouble. 

What is your definition of the word flourish?  

Bernie Making the money and keeping good friends 
Financial 

Security 
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Davis 

My English teacher says there can be multiple meanings for a concept or word. In this 

case, flourish for me could be to show others my abilities. Or it could mean to make 

money. Combining the two, show others how smart I am by making good money. 

Financial 

Security 

Ellen 

I could say to develop my potential. To be truthful, to flourish means I don't need to 

count on others for success. Success to me is reaching my goals and desires before I 

get to retire. 

Determined 

Evie Making my family proud 
Social 

character 

K.C. 
To make money first. Not sure if going to college is an ideal way to start making the 

money, only owe more. 

Financial 

Security 

Kishawn to be like my grandparents and give back to others 
Social 

character 

Summer to thrive Social 

Researcher 
(chat board) 

Summer? Would you please expand on defining one word with another word?  

Summer Response. To thrive is to be recognized for hard work and the ability to handle most situations. 

T.T. Doing exceedingly well  Social 

Violet 

Flourishing to me means the ability to adjust in conditions that surround your life. The 

current pandemic clearly illustrates that we each need to pursue what makes us happy 

and where we can be essential to the continued support of community. 

Social 

character 

The process of applying to college is ...  

Bernie 
Stupid. Not sure it is worth the effort and aggravation. If I want to be an artist, why 

continue to go to school to enhance what my teacher says is my "natural" talent.  
Fear 

Davis 

I know my grades weren't perfect, I applied to a Community College in hopes of seeing 

what the experience is like before deciding on a major. Working with the C.C. was 

fantastic. The college rep was really helpful. 

Inspired 

Ellen 
I think about applying and then think why? I will be judged against so many other that I 

may not be able to keep up with others who might be smarter 
Fear 

Evie 
To time consuming. I really don't know where to start if I can't decide what I want to 

do. I am thinking of taking a year to work and make that choice then. 
Time 

K.C. 

I thought about why I delayed applying. First, I didn't want to have to leave my mother. 

Second, some the application processes required writing a rather lengthy application 

letter. I know I did well in high school, so I think I procrastinated because I was tired of 

always writing. 

Fear 

Kishawn 

Ridicules. We keep hearing that we need high school information to prepare for 

college. I don't ever see me needing advanced algebra. Not enough preparing for life to 

think about applying for college. 

Frustrated 

Summer 

stressful, confusing, and unrewarding. Everyone tells you something different on how to 

go about the process. There is so much unknown and lots of misinformation. They wait 

too long to tell you all the things you need to know. No matter how hard I worked in 

high school, I will never have enough money to go to the colleges that I was accepted 

into and want to attend. 

Frustrated 

T.T. Tedious  Time 

Researcher 
(chat board) 

T.T.? Would you please expand on defining one word with another word?  



128 

 

T.T. 

Response. Colleges want us to write about ourselves in an attempt to see who we think we are. I am 

tired of telling people who I am, as that is evolving. I’d prefer to be admitted based on 

my academic performance. I don’t even know what I want to study. 

Violet 
so time consuming and I am just tired of having to write so much. Our grades and 

recommendations for our high school teachers should be enough. 
Time 

Note: With the revised online questionnaire process; the expressions, hesitations, and tone were not available for analysis. 
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Appendix F: Personal Unified Profile in Learning (PUPiL) 

The following set of inventories that can assist in defining your; engagement level, learning style, 

and motivation toward achievement. When you are learning something new and you feel like you just 

can’t figure it out, even after you use a process that someone has suggested, you could have a different 

learning style than the others and their method might not be the best approach for you. You process and 

learn information in your unique way, but could share some common learning preferences.  

Identity  

Gender Ethnicity 

Female 

[   ] 

Male 

[   ] 

No Response 

[   ] 

African- 

American 

[   ] 

American- 

Indian 

[   ] 

Asian-

American 

[   ] 

Hispanic-

American 

[   ] 

Caucasian-

American 

[   ] 

No 

response 

[   ] 
 

1. Engagement is the influence that drives you to complete a task or goal. It comes from a curiosity, 

desire or from an external force driving you on. In either instance, you need to make the decision to 

grasp or to skip the opportunity to learn. Different situations and topics can draw on various levels of 

engagement when you try to learn something challenging. 

SENTENCE COLUMN A COLUMN B COLUMN C 

1. I am happy when I 
Solve problems by thinking 

things through. 
Get things done. Help other people. 

2. To relax, I want to  Discover something new. Rely on a quiet activity. Talk with friends. 

3. I often think about Different ideas. The next topic. My friends 

4. Assignments should be Meaningful to my life. Finished on time. Done in groups. 

5. I like to do things When it feels right to me. 
As soon as I can or put it on 

a schedule. 
When others can do it beside me. 

6. When online, I like to 
Follow links in many 

directions. 

Search for specific required 

information. 

Communicate with others by 

emails or texting. 

7. When in school, I like to  Explore many topics. Ask questions. Make friends. 

8. I believe detailed 

schedules  

Are useful tools to keep me 

on course. 
Keeps me organized. 

Helps me organize plans with other 

people. 

9. I like to be recognized 

for being 

Curious and a good problem 

solver. 
Organized and on time. Kind and considerate to others. 

10. Completing things 

shows I  
Want to stay focused. Finish what I am given. 

Can work with others to complete 

work. 

Totals Learning:  ________ Goal:  ________ Social:  ________ 

 Add the number of responses for each column. 

Note. If you are learning-oriented, you are driven by the practice and achievement of learning. Your quest is for knowledge 

because you enjoy learning. You become frustrated by tasks that require following procedures than on obtaining knowledge. 

If you are goal-oriented, you reach for your goals through direct action. You look toward a reference source or the teacher. 

If you are social-oriented, you take part in learning mainly for social interaction. When you meet and talk with people, you tend to 

learn things through sharing. You do not like working by yourself, that won’t provide you with the interaction you desire. 
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2. Learning style. Read the starting sentence in the left-hand column. Look at the three options to the right 

and circle the one that best summarizes your reaction. Answer as honestly as possible with the description 

that applies to you at this moment. 

 Circle the best response for you. 

 COLUMN A COLUMN B COLUMN C 

1. When I try to focus 
Movement confuses me and 

I notice things around me. 

Sounds distract me and I try to 

minimize the noise. 

I get distracted by movement or 

sound so I want to be myself. 

2. When I discuss topics 

with others I 

Find it difficult to listen for 

long periods of time. 

Enjoy listening, sometimes I 

want to talk myself. 

Communicate and move my 

hands a lot. 

3. I see concepts and 
Detailed pictures in my 

mind. 

Think about the concept by 

listening to my inner voice. 

Images in my mind that involve 

movement. 

4. When I see someone I 

know 
I may forget their name but 

remember their face. 
I remember their names. 

I remember the work we did 

together. 

5. When I read I 
Like descriptive examples 

and I may imagine the scene. 
Can almost “hear” each word. 

Often don’t like to read for 

pleasure, I prefer action stories. 

6. When I am working on 

something new I  
Seek out demonstrations, 

pictures, or diagrams. 

Want written directions, and 

then talk it over with others. 

Dive right in to try it and try 

different approaches. 

7. When I build an object I  
First look at the illustration 

and then read the directions. 

Read the directions or talk 

aloud as I work. 

Usually ignore the written 

directions and just figure it out 

Totals Visual:  ________ Auditory:  ________ Hands-On:  ________ 

 Add the number of responses for each column 

Note: If your primary learning style is visual, first look at the graphics and then read the text that explains those graphics.  

If your primary learning style is auditory, first listen to the words as you read then try to create an internal conversation between 

you and the text. You could even read quietly aloud. 

If your primary learning style is hands-on or kinesthetic, you might use a highlighter or pencil to mark sections that are significant 

to you. Kinesthetic implies movement is important so you should keep busy physically and mentally. 
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MOTIVATION SCALE – General Instructions: Place an “x” 

to indicates whether you disagree/agree with each of the 

comments about your educational experience in general. There 

is neither a right nor wrong answer to any question. Please do 

your best to respond to all questions. However, if you do not 

want to respond to an item, feel free to leave the response blank. 
Strongly 

Disagree 

Moderately 

Disagree 

Slightly 

Disagree 

Slightly 

Agree 

Moderately 

Agree 

Strongly 

Agree 

1. High school is a waste of my time       

2. College is necessary       

3. High school is beneficial       

4. College isn’t worth the effort       

5. Finishing an exam first, I am afraid I did something wrong        

6. When faced with a difficult test, I expect to fail        

7. Class work is the last thing I talk about with my friends        

8. If I get a low grade on an assignment, I try to hide it       

9. If I receive a low grade on a test, I hide it from others       

10. To get better grades – I’d rather take an easier class       

11. After receiving bad grades – I feel helpless about school       

12. Completing assignments – I wait until the last minute       

13. When I receive a low grade – I feel ashamed       

14. I feel that my ability is sufficient in the classroom       

15. Taking test, I get frustrated I will not remember anything       

16. When my teacher hands back tests, I get nervous       

Section I – Count the number for each column above       

17. Even if I like or dislike a class, I still try to learn from it       

18. My performance is dependent on my grade in the class       

19. I am satisfied with my grade, if there are others lower       

20. I work best in a group environment       

21. If I finishing an exam quickly – It makes me feel good       

22. Receiving a good grade on a project, I feel more accepted       

23. Receiving a good grade on a test, I feel more accepted       

24. I study better in a group       

25. I study better by myself       

26. I get frustrated when I have to study a lot for a test       

Section II – Count the number for each column above       

27. I work hard to learn, even if I don’t get a higher grade       

28. When I do well on a test – It’s because I am prepared       
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MOTIVATION SCALE – General Instructions: Place an “x” 

to indicates whether you disagree/agree with each of the 

comments about your educational experience in general. There 

is neither a right nor wrong answer to any question. Please do 

your best to respond to all questions. However, if you do not 

want to respond to an item, feel free to leave the response blank. 
Strongly 

Disagree 

Moderately 

Disagree 

Slightly 

Disagree 

Slightly 

Agree 

Moderately 

Agree 

Strongly 

Agree 

29. I read more in class than required, because it interests me       

30. I set high goals for myself       

31. Getting the best grades I can is very important to me       

32. Challenging assignments is a great learning experience       

33. On every assignment, I try to do my best       

34. I like to be one of the most known students in the class       

35. I want to learn and understand everything presented       

36. I feel good about myself when the material is clear to me       

37. I like to learn for the sake of understanding       

38. I prefer difficult tasks as opposed to moderate tasks       

39. I do everything to make my assignments turn out perfectly       

40. I enjoy learning various subjects       

41. When I finish a difficult project I feel good about myself       

Section III – Count the number for each column above       

Your teacher will process the information below 

Section I – Count the number for each Column       

Section II – Count the number for each Column       

Section III – Count the number for each Column       

Total       
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