
323Module 16: Self Theories

Failure-accepting students are similar to students with learned helplessness, those who are 
not motivated to learn because they believe that past failures are due to causes they do not 
control. Therefore, these students are the most difficult to motivate because positive reinforce-
ment for successes does not work, and convincing them that they could succeed in the future 
is difficult (Ames, 1990; Covington & Omelich, 1985).

Failure-avoiding and failure-accepting students, whose sense of ability is threatened, may 
attempt to maintain positive self-worth by discounting the importance of school success 
(Harter, Whitesell, & Junkin, 1998). Some adolescents use this strategy as a last resort. They 
shift their attention to developing competencies in nonacademic areas such as sports, music, art, 
social relationships, or delinquent behavior (De Castella et al., 2013; Stipek, 2002). It is impor-
tant for teachers to identify students with failure-avoiding or failure-accepting orientations so 
they may help them develop more positive mastery behaviors.

Which type of student do you consider yourself? Has your motivational orientation 
changed during your schooling? If so, how has it changed?

SELF-DETERMINATION THEORY

➌	 Explain how autonomy, competence, and relatedness can facilitate intrinsic motivation.

➍	 Define internalization and explain how educational contexts can facilitate internalization  
of behaviors.

According to self-determination theory, humans possess universal, innate needs for auton-
omy, competence, and relatedness (deCharms, 1976; Ryan & Deci, 2000b). We need to feel  
autonomy—that our behavior is internally controlled or self-regulated and that we have choices 
in our actions rather than being controlled or pressured (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Vansteenkiste, 
Niemiec, & Soenens, 2010). We also have a need for competence, that is, an innate desire to explore 
and attempt mastery of skills (White, 1959). To feel safe enough to explore our environment,  

Learned helplessness: 
See Module 15

Failure-Avoiding Students. 
This student may believe 
that she cannot possibly 
succeed in reading all of 
these sources for a term 
paper. Students like this 
one may develop learned 
helplessness, accepting 
failure and not trying at all.
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