
300 Unit 5: Motivation

Developmental Changes in Motivation
Most children are intrinsically motivated when they begin school. They tend to value learning, 
have positive competency beliefs, endorse mastery-approach goals, and attribute successes to 
effort and ability and failures to low effort or unstable causes. As students progress from elemen-
tary through secondary education, their competency beliefs and their values, goals, and attribu-
tions gradually change.

CHANGES IN EXPECTANCIES AND VALUES
Children begin elementary school with positive competency beliefs and high intrinsic value. 
As early as first grade, children are able to make judgments about their competencies in school 
subjects, music, and sports, and typically have perceptions of their abilities that are overly 
optimistic (Wigfield & Cambria, 2010a; Wigfield & Eccles, 2000). Of course, there are always 
exceptions. Some preschoolers show negative attitudes about their ability after failure and may 
be more at risk for motivational problems as they progress through school (Dweck, 2002). 
Children in the early elementary grades also value a task primarily according to how much it 
interests them (Wigfield & Cambria, 2010b). Elementary school boys in the United States, 
Taiwan, and Japan more highly value sports, while girls in these countries more highly value 
reading and music (Debacker & Nelson, 2000; Jacobs et al., 2002). As students move from 
elementary through middle school, they begin to make achievement-related choices not only 
based on interest (intrinsic value) but also attainment value, utility value, and cost (Wigfield &  
Cambria, 2010b). For example, a boy might decide to play baseball out of enjoyment, but 

as he grows older and the game becomes more 
competitive, requiring greater skill (cost), he 
might choose not to play.

Both competency beliefs and academic 
values decline from elementary school through 
high school, with the greatest changes occur-
ring after the transition to middle school (Watt, 
2004; Wigfield & Eccles, 1994). Students’ 
beliefs about their abilities in math, language 
arts, and sports decline from elementary school 
through high school (Fredericks & Eccles, 
2002; Jacobs et al., 2002; Watt, 2004). The val-
ues students place on these domains as well as 
the value they place on achievement and effort 
also decline (Jacobs et al., 2002; Watt, 2004).

CHANGES IN GOAL ORIENTATIONS
Children experience a general shift from a 
mastery orientation to a performance orien-
tation, and this shift may be due to changes 
in the learning environment. Many chil-

dren come to school with mastery goals that reflect what they think their parents’ goals are 
(Friedel, Cortina, Turner, & Midgley 2007; Gonida, Voulala, & Kiosseoglou, 2009). In 
early childhood, parents and teachers encourage a mastery approach to learning through 
an emphasis on effort and work habits and through feedback such as praise, happy faces, 
and stickers (Blumenfeld, Hamilton, Bossert, Wessels, & Meece 1983; Blumenfeld, Pintrich, 
Meece, & Wessels, 1982; Turner & Johnson, 2003).

In the middle elementary grades (Grades 3 to 5), children’s abilities are more systemati-
cally evaluated through reading groups, standardized test scores, grades, and so on (Wigfield  
et al., 2009). The other three goal orientations begin to emerge, but performance-approach 

Competitive Classroom Practices. Competitive classroom practices, such 
as earning a star for each new book read, can lead students to adopt 
performance goals.
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