
http://vo.hse.ru/en/

Academic Motivation among 
Russian University Students: 
Speculative Insights

Maloshonok N., Semenova T., Terentyev E.

Natalia Maloshonok  
Ph.D. in Sociology, Junior Researcher, 
Education Institute, National Research 
University—Higher School of Econom-
ics. E-mail: nmaloshonok@hse.ru.
Tatiana Semenova  
Postgraduate of Sociology Department, 
Social Sciences Faculty; Analyst, Edu-
cation Institute, National Research Uni-
versity—Higher School of Economics. 
E-mail: tsemenova@hse.ru
Evgeny Terentyev  
Postgraduate of Sociology Department, 
Social Sciences Faculty; Analyst, In-
ternal Monitoring Centre, National Re-
search University—Higher School of 
Economics. E-mail: terentev_e@bk.ru

Address: 20 Myasnitskaya str., 101000, 
Moscow, Russian Federation.

Abstract. Herewith the authors set the 
purpose to integrate into Russian re-
search practice a method of development 
of a hierarchical self-determination the-
ory and a achievement goal orientation 
theory by demonstrating their explana-
tory potential based on the example of 
studying an academic motivation of stu-
dents in two regional universities. The ar-
ticle presents in detail theoretical provi-
sions on each approach and their appli-
cation for academic motivation analysis 
is reviewed. Based on 37 half-structured 
interviews with students of two region-

al universities there is demonstrated the 
specifics and advantages of each of the 
theories. The self-determination theory 
in its expanded version turned out to be 
more efficient while studying the students’ 
motivation. It suggests a more detailed 
typology of motivation, provides more 
differentiated explanations of causes en-
couraging students for a more active in-
volvement into the study process. Ad-
ditionally, it suggests a system of inter-
nal motivation resources based on three 
identified needs: autonomy, competency 
and relatedness. The theory advantage is 
that it enables the explanation of the dy-
namics of various types of encouraging 
motives: situational, contextual and glob-
al. However, the reviewed theories are 
complementary in their essence, since 
they are focusing on various aspects of 
academic motivation: in the spotlight of 
the achievement goal orientation theory 
is a study of students’ aims for their in-
volvement into the study process, where-
as the hierarchal self-determination the-
ory refers to the research of root causes 
of being involved into the study process.
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Studies on motivation form an integral part of education research, 
providing ways to explain student behavior in educational institutions. 
As empirical research shows, the level of academic motivation is a 
key factor affecting student involvement in learning and academic 
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achievement [Zimmerman, Bandura, Martinez-Pons, 1992; Fortier, 
Vallerand, Guay, 1995; Busato et al., 2000; Reeve, Kim, Jang, 2012; 
Vishtak, 2003; Gordeyeva, 2005; Gordeyeva, Shepeleva, 2011; Gord-
eyeva, Osin, 2012]. Besides, a number of studies have revealed a sig-
nificant correlation between academic motivation and student en-
gagement in academic dishonesty [Whitsel, 1954; Bushway, Nash, 
1977; Brandão, Teixeira, 2005; Murdock, Anderman, 2006; Davy et 
al., 2007; Sivak, 2006].

As a rule, motivation is defined through behavior displayed by 
an individual, being regarded as the source and the regulator of any 
action. Motivation is the framework and the driving force of behav-
ior [Graham, Weiner, 1996]. Studying motivation is searching for an 
answer to why people think and behave as they do [Graham, Weiner, 
1996. P. 63]. For this purpose, researchers seeks to identify, first, the 
energization and, second, the direction of behavior, i. e. the stimula-
tors [Elliot, Thrash, 2001. P. 142]. Consequently, academic motivation 
is the reason for and the regulator of learning activity.

Contemporary foreign research on academic motivation re-
volves mostly around two theories: hierarchical self-determina-
tion theory and achievement goal orientation theory. These theo-
ries form the ground for research on motivation to learn and build 
the basis for developing tools to measure such motivation, focusing 
on various aspects of the concept. The self-determination theory is 
designed to explore the triggers for learning, while the achievement 
goal orientation theory investigates the aims pursued by learning. 
Therefore, the former is focused on the motives students have while 
learning, whereas the latter studies the results they seek to attain 
in the future.

The best part of investigations measuring motivation to learn 
is based on the two abovementioned theories (e. g. [Anderman, 
Griesinger, Westerfield, 1998; Archer, 1994; Reeve, Kim, Jang, 2012; 
Guay, Mageau, Vallerand, 2003]). In most studies, the tools proposed 
by these approaches have proved their reliability and construct va-
lidity. However, despite the proved explanatory power and the wide-
spread use abroad, considerations of the self-determination and 
achievement goal orientation theories are hardly ever used in Rus-
sian research on motivation to learn.

In Russian higher education, research on motivation to learn 
is mostly either purely theoretical (e. g. [Rogov, 1998; Yepifanova, 
2000]) or purely empirical [Bogoslovskaya, 2006; Rochev, 2014; Isa-
chenkova, 2010; Kudrinskaya, Kubarev, 2012; Lipatnikova, 2011]. It 
is usually based on a conceptual model discriminating between cog-
nitive, communicative, social motives for learning, etc. [Gordeye-
va, Sychev, Osin, 2013]. The long list of motives with fuzzy bounda-
ries between them entails major issues for the paradigm application, 
as researchers often obtain conflicting results. Russian researchers 
traditionally divide motives into internal and external, often opposing 
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them to each other. Internal motives are believed to lie behind per-
sistence and creativity, while external ones are perceived as superfi-
cial stimuli evoking the fear of punishment [Gordeyeva, Sychev, Osin, 
2013]. Some researchers of motivation to learn apply both approach-
es at the same time, classifying cognitive and personal development 
motives as internal and social, goal-oriented motives, etc. as exter-
nal (e. g. [Rogov, 1998]).

A special place among Russian studies on motivation to learn 
belongs to works by Tamara Gordeyeva, Oleg Sychev, and Yevgeny 
Osin [Gordeyeva, 2010; Gordeyeva, Sychev, Osin, 2013; 2014] pre-
senting a single-level motivation model in terms of the self-determi-
nation theory. A number of Gordeyeva’s articles are devoted to the 
concept of self-determination and to the fundamental ideas behind 
the theory [Gordeyeva, 2006; Gordeyeva, 2010]. In their empirical 
studies, Gordeyeva, Sychev, and Osin adjusted the tools proposed 
by Robert J. Vallerand to measure motivation for learning among stu-
dents of several Russian universities [2013; 2014], leaving the hier-
archical model and different motivation levels aside. There has also 
been an attempt to apply Vallerand’s hierarchical model to measure 
the motives for learning a foreign language expressed by students of 
the Kuban State University of Physical Education, Sport, and Tour-
ism [Dushko, 2009].

The lack of a single theoretical and methodological base or stand-
ard measuring tools makes it really challenging to compare the re-
sults of studies on motivation to learn conducted by Russian and for-
eign researchers or Russian researchers using different approaches.

This paper aims to introduce the practice of using considerations 
of the self-determination and achievement goal orientation theo-
ries in Russian research patterns by demonstrating their explanato-
ry power through the example of studying motivation to learn among 
students of two regional universities. We will bring forward theoreti-
cal provisions of each approach in detail and consider the example 
of using them to analyze student motivation.

The research was focused on students of two Russian universities, 
one classical and one technical, located in Privolzhsky Federal Dis-
trict. These are the leading universities of the region (accounting for 
50% of all students enrolled at regional universities) that compete for 
talented candidates planning to enter a regional university. The article 
uses texts of the interviews conducted to explore student learning ac-
tivities1 under the project called Change in Networks, Higher Educa-

 1 We thank A. Smolentseva, the manager of the CINHEKS project, project 
participants Y. Gorbunova, Y. Aleksandrova, Y. Shagova, Y. Voynilov, S. Sau-
dabayev, and A. Chukanov for providing the interview materials.

1. Source of 
empirical data
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tion and Knowledge Societies (CINHEKS)2. The field research stage 
took place in November 2013 with the assistance of the 2012 Annu-
al NRU HSE Competition for Expeditions.

Data on motivation to learn was collected using the unstructured 
interview method, which doesn’t restrict researchers’ choices to a spe-
cific theoretical approach as strictly as structured interview or ques-
tionnaire do. Data collected using the unstructured interview method 
may be used to demonstrate explanatory potential of both theories. 
What’s more, interview narratives are more efficient than structured 
questionnaire answers in demonstrating theoretical provisions.

Apart from questions intended to explore motivation to learn, the 
interview included indirect questions to students about their reasons 
for entering the university, their learning strategies, extracurricular 
activities, plans for the future, and teaching practices used by pro-
fessors. The nature of student motivation was determined based on 
the answers to questions on the reasons for and aims of participat-
ing in learning activities (What motivates you to learn? Are you try-
ing to obtain high grades? Do your parents monitor your grades? Do 
you cheat in exams? etc.). Answers to these questions help identify 
the type of motivation and include it in a broader theoretical pattern.

We analyzed 37 interviews, of which 19 were conducted with clas-
sical university students and 18 with technical university students. 
There were nine men among classical university respondents and six 
among technical university students. At the field research stage, ten 
classical university students and nine technical university students 
were doing their studies in science, mathematics, engineering and 
technology, five respondents from the classical university and three 
from the technical one were studying social sciences and humanities, 
and four and six, respectively, were engaged in economical studies.

The achievement goal orientation theory was born in the early 1980s 
as an upcoming trend to explain school student motivation to learn. 
The theory focuses on the aims individuals are trying to achieve 
through sticking to specific behavioral patterns. These aims account 
for the complex of beliefs, attributions, and emotional states that 
produce an intention to behave in a specific way and manifest them-
selves through various forms of being involved in goal-achievement 
activities and reacting to them [Ames, 1992]. The process of goal 
achievement has cognitive, emotional, and behavioral effects [Elli-
ott, Dweck, 1988].

A number of authors have contributed to research on achieve-
ment goal orientations. Their theoretical approaches differ mostly in 

 2 The Projest was implemented in 2013with the assistance of the NRU HSE Pro-
gram of Fundamental Studies.

2. Achievement 
goal orientation 

theory
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the types of goals they focus on. However, there are two basic aims 
no author in this area calls in question: mastery goal and performance 
goal [Ames, Archer, 1988]. Students who pursue mastery goals con-
centrate on acquiring new knowledge, learning and improving skills to 
enhance their personal and professional development [Kaplan, Maehr, 
2007]. Students with performance goal orientation seek to demon-
strate their knowledge and skills [Ibid.], to gain recognition of their 
competencies from others, or to avoid negative feedback [Dweck, 
1986]. Performance orientation is usually associated with superficial 
attitude towards learning in empirical studies. This type of goal orien-
tation is also believed to have adverse effects on emotional, cognitive, 
and behavioral aspects of learning [Ames, 1992].

Following Andrew J. Elliot, who analyzed the early versions of the 
achievement goal orientation theory [Elliot, 2005], we can figure out 
some distinctive features of this theoretical research area. First, the 
achievement goal orientation theory investigates achievement moti-
vation and represents a concept integrating the earlier studies in the 
field. Second, the notion of goal in this context has two meanings: 
goal as the reason for behavior and goal as the desired outcome. 
Third, the concept of competence is one of the central in achieve-
ment goal orientation theories, serving the basis to distinguish be-
tween the two types of goal orientations. Fourth, the identified goal 
orientations are studied in dichotomy, their effects being clearly de-
marcated: mastery orientation is commonly associated with posi-
tive effects, while performance orientation is believed to have nega-
tive effects. Fifth, the two goal orientations are treated rather as two 
different types of motivation than as extremes of the same continu-
um. Sixth, the achievement goal orientation theory is believed to be 
applicable at both dispositional and situational levels [Elliot, 2005].

The approach proposed by Elliot is the most elaborated version 
of the achievement goal orientation theory so far. Elliot distinguish-
es between two types of performance goal orientations: perfor-
mance-approach orientation and performance-avoidance orienta-
tion. Thus, he suggested that the dichotomy should be replaced with 
a “trichotomy” discriminating between mastery goal orientation, per-
formance-approach goal orientation, and performance- avoidance 
goal orientation as three totally different types3 [Elliot, 2005]. Stu-
dents with performance-approach orientation seek opportunities to 
succeed, whereas students with performance-avoidance orientation 
will rather seek opportunities to avoid failures or to prevent undesired 
outcomes [Elliot, Harackiewicz, 1996; Elliot, 1999]. The latter are try-
ing to avoid situations that can expose their incompetence and low-
er level of abilities as compared to other students [Wolters, 2004]. It 

 3 The two types of motivation—performance approach and performance avoid-
ance—were identified before Elliot, too. His contribution is that he suggest-
ed treating the two types separately, on a par with mastery goal orientation.
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has been proved empirically that performance-avoidance orienta-
tion entails negative effects in learning, including poor performance 
and lower grades, while performance-approach orientation results 
in higher grades and positive emotions. However, some research-
ers also find negative effects of performance-approach goal orien-
tation, like poor memorization of the knowledge acquired [Kaplan, 
Maehr, 2007].

Apart from the abovementioned goals, researchers of stu-
dent motivation identify another one—academic alienation goal, or 
work-avoidance goal [Archer, 1994]. Such students are motivated 
to complete their work with minimal effort, not to acquire or demon-
strate their knowledge and skills. Their behavior is similar to that of 
students avoiding undesirable outcomes, except that they are not 
concerned about how others evaluate their achievements [Ibid.].

Studies on achievement goal orientations associate the type of 
goal pursued by a student with the goal of learning environment, in-
volvement of students in the learning process, their learning strate-
gies and academic performance (e. g. [Wolters, 2004; Archer, 1994]). 
Cross-cultural studies have shown that the alienation/avoidance goal 
orientation, as well as the relationship between subjective well-being 
and the goal pursued, are a function of collectivist or individualist val-
ues adopted by the society [Elliot, Chirkov, 2001].

As we can see, the achievement goal orientation theory sug-
gests an operationally convenient alternative to the concept of moti-
vation, the nature of which has not yet been precisely understood. A 
weak point of the theory might be that it doesn’t tell why an individual 
chooses one goal or another [Covington, 2000]. We will demonstrate 
the explanatory potential of this research area using the achievement 
goal orientation theory proposed by Elliot.

Interviews with Russian students have revealed all the three types of 
goal orientations: mastery goal orientation, performance-approach 
goal orientation, and performance-avoidance goal orientation. Let’s 
dwell on how they are manifested in students’ learning activities.

Mastery goal orientation is the ambition to gain knowledge and skills 
for personal and professional development. At behavioral and emo-
tional levels, it accounts for active participation in the learning pro-
cess and positive emotions about it. Students for whom this type 
of goal orientation is prevailing mentioned that it was important for 
them to gain knowledge and get sense of a subject while learning at 
the university.

“It seems to me that the most important is to understand and to 
cognize the subject, so that it doesn’t slip your mind later but 
moves forward, into other subjects, because they all intertwine 

3. Applying the 
achievement goal 
orientation theory 

to analysis of 
motivation to 
learn among 

students of 
Russian 

universities

3.1. Mastery goal 
orientation
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somehow. There must always remain some basic knowledge” 
(a female student of the technical university, 2nd year, economic 
studies).

Analysis of collected narratives also shows that, when investigating 
mastery goal orientation in terms of motivation to learn, it is important 
to discriminate between personal and professional mastery goals as 
they affect learning strategies directly. Students oriented primarily to-
wards personal development are likely to invest more effort in cours-
es they are interested in, not in field-specific ones.

“I’ve realized it’s pretty hard to do everything that’s required, so 
I do first of all what I really want to. For example, a history report. 
The topic is, “Was the Attack of Nazi Germany on the Soviet Union 
unexpected?” I’m going from the library now, have spent some 
two hours there writing out excerpts from books because I really 
liked the task” (a male student of the technical university, 1st year, 
engineering science and technology).

History will hardly come in handy for this student in his occupation 
but he spends his time on the report at the expense of field-specific 
disciplines he already has problems with (the student is afraid of be-
ing expelled for failed tests). Such orientation may persist through 
upper years.

“Not every one of us will work in our field of study when we graduate. 
Neither do I know what the future has in store for me. It’s just 
interesting to study right now… The courses have become more 
interesting” (a female student of the classical university, 4th year, 
science, mathematics, engineering and technology).

Mastery-oriented students, who want to gain knowledge and skills in 
their field of studies, mention more often the desire to succeed in the 
future: to make a career as a professional or to improve their social 
status by getting a profession.

“What you need is knowledge, experience. You can do without 
them but you should apply what you already know. Otherwise, 
you’ll study all the way, get this higher education, then come to 
a workplace and have to dig through textbooks again—but you 
won’t have any more time or effort to do this. Or, you can learn 
on the spot to understand why and how you do something. It sets 
you much higher, you develop yourself to attain more. I’m rather 
for knowledge and experience than for just a sheepskin” (a female 
student of the classical university, 5th year, social sciences and 
humanities).

http://vo.hse.ru/en/
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The desire to improve one’s social status is associated with the be-
lief that education is highly valued and is indispensable to rise on the 
social ladder.

“Education is an essential element of human life. I have heard it 
since I was a kid, ‘Study to become someone.’ It’s inculcated in 
childhood, when you begin to feel responsible for proving you are 
worth something” (a male student of the classical university, 3rd 
year, economic studies).

In mastery goal orientation, they distinguish between mastery-ap-
proach goal orientation (i. e. a desire to maximize learning and skills 
development) and mastery-avoidance goal orientation (i. e. a fear of 
losing skills or the inability to master all the material). Only goal ori-
entations of the first type have been found in interviews with students. 
This is most probably due to the specifics of the empirical object 
whose motivation to learn was studied: students don’t have enough 
professional knowledge and skills, so they are trying to acquire com-
petencies. Preserving the existing level of competencies will be more 
typical of final-year students.

Mastery goal orientation is regarded as socially desirable by stu-
dents. Students named it first thing in the interview and couldn’t ad-
mit right away that demonstrating their knowledge and skills, i. e. re-
ceiving high grades, was also important to them.

“I N T E R V I E W E R : Are you trying to get excellent grades only? What is 
your learning strategy?

R E S P O N D E N T : It’s not that I care about grades too much. As for now, 
I believe grades are no more than figures. My learning strategy is 
like this: if you are given a task, do it. If you do it well—good; if you 
perform bad—do it over again.

I: Do professors make you do it over again?
R: No, why? You go for it yourself to improve you grade. You try. 

Sometimes, you fail. Sometimes, it’s very hard. But still, it’s all fine 
after all. Professors sometimes help us saying, like: ‘Solve this 
one,’ ‘Try it this way’—and it works out” (a female student of the 
classical university, 3rd year, science, mathematics, engineering 
and technology).

Thus, interviews devoted to learning activities at university revealed 
clearly that students were willing to achieve the mastery goal, which 
is one of the types of orientations in the achievement goal orienta-
tion theory. Students for whom this orientation is prevailing seek to 
acquire knowledge and skills either for their future professional ac-
tivity or for their personal development. The achievement goal orien-
tation theory doesn’t discriminate between mastery goals depending 
on what students obtain their knowledge and skills for. However, we 
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find such discrimination important as it suggests that students have 
different learning strategies, focusing on either field-specific disci-
plines or those that are interesting for them but are not necessari-
ly field-specific.

A different type of goal orientation is performance goal orientation, 
which is comprised, after Elliot, by two separate types of goals: per-
formance-approach goal and performance-avoidance goal. Desire 
to demonstrate one’s competencies translates almost always into 
desire to receive high grades. While the method to achieve the mas-
tery goal is quite obvious (students invest effort in their own personal 
and professional development by performing assignments given by 
professors), students with performance goal orientation use various 
ways to get to their goal.

“I have a goal of getting high grades and I will achieve it by any 
means” (a  female student of the classical university, 3rd year, 
economic studies).

Students whose prevailing goal is to obtain results through getting 
high grades are focused more on fulfilling professor requirements 
than on learning as such. During their time at the university, they 
adapt to these requirements learning to determine which tasks are 
indispensable and which can be omitted—and thus saving their time 
and energy. Therefore, they don’t show their real competence but 
simulate its high level in exams and tests.

“There are students who study like at school: they come, take 
their seats, always write something down, always try their best. 
Tick here, tick there, getting ready for this and for that. Not me. 
I understand everything, I see the situation through right away, 
and I plan what will be in advance. For example, there’s going to 
be a quiz and I know I have the Tax Code on my tablet, so I’ll find 
everything I need there and it will be just fine. I don’t contribute too 
much time to my studies now” (a female student of the classical 
university, 3rd year, economic studies).

Material incentives like student allowance can also be classified as 
a category of performance-approach goals. In this case, students 
try to demonstrate that their knowledge and skills level is sufficient 
to have high grades.

“R E S P O N D E N T : Getting an allowance was my motivation.
I N T E R V I E W E R : Are you getting one?
R: Sure.
I: So, you find it important to have high grades?

3.2. Performance- 
approach and 
performance- 
avoidance goal 
orientations
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R: Not really. I don’t need an A, a B will do” (a male student of the 
classical university, 5th year, science, mathematics, engineering 
and technology).

Meanwhile, students oriented at showing a specific level of compe-
tencies are likely to be loyal to academic dishonesty.

“Yes, there are times when someone cheats and gets a high 
grade, and someone else doesn’t cheat and doesn’t get one. 
Well, excuse me, who didn’t let you cheat? Now you get what you 
get. I find this weird: if you have an opportunity, cheat” (a female 
student of the classical university, 5th year, social sciences and 
humanities).

Among students whose primary goal is to avoid poor results, many 
study only to get a diploma. Such students are not striving after high 
grades, being oriented towards the minimal requirements that will let 
them stay in higher education.

“I just hope to pass all the exams and to graduate. I guess the 
majority thinks like this today” (a male student of the classical 
university, 1st year, science, mathematics, engineering and 
technology).

“For now, the most important is to progress to the second semester, 
preferably to the second year, as I’ve heard dismissals are less 
frequent in the second year and later. Then, the goal will be to 
make it to graduation” (a male student of the technical university, 
1st year, economic studies).

Such students often try to rationalize their attitude towards learning 
saying that only the fact of having a diploma matters today and they 
won’t need any of the knowledge or skills inculcated by the university.

Thus, the interview narratives allowed us to identify two types 
of orientations associated with the performance goal, according 
to Elliot’s theory. Students with performance-approach goal orien-
tation seek good and excellent grades, while students with perfor-
mance-avoidance goal orientation are pretty happy with the grades 
sufficient to stay at the university and to graduate in the future, i. e. to 
avoid the negative outcome of dismissal.

Apart from mastery and performance goal orientations, researchers 
using the achievement goal orientation theory also talk about aca-
demic alienation. Students for whom this orientation is prevailing be-
have similarly to those with performance-avoidance goal orientation: 
they use a learning strategy to stay in higher education and to get 
good grades. However, students with performance-avoidance goal 

3.3. Academic 
alienation goal 

orientation
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orientation believe that diploma is much more important than knowl-
edge and competencies acquired at university, while alienated stu-
dents apply minimal effort to learning because they are busy doing 
something else they consider more important and worth their time. It 
is often a job that absorbs them.

“I N T E R V I E W E R : Say, why do you have Cs, for example?
R E S P O N D E N T : I don’t know, it’s laziness maybe.
I: Why are you lazy? You just don’t want to study? Or do you have more 

important things to do?
R: The latter. I have a job.
I: Are you trying to improve your grades?
R: Not really.
I: But why? Doesn’t is matter to you?
R: No, it doesn’t” (a male student of the classical university, 4th year, 

science, mathematics, engineering and technology).

The achievement goal orientation theory turned out to be an efficient 
way of exploring students’ goals and goal-setting practices to ex-
plain various aspects of their learning activities and behavior at uni-
versity. Having applied this theory, we managed to describe motiva-
tion of students in two regional universities of Russia. In terms of this 
theoretical approach, we didn’t analyze why students chose specif-
ic goals, but the goal orientation typology embraced most of the stu-
dent body and allowed for explanation of student behavioral patterns. 
The goal classification built in the achievement goal orientation theo-
ry helps develop tools to explore popularity and intensity of each type 
of goal, allowing for identification of specific learning behavioral pat-
terns associated with each goal orientation. Using this approach to 
analyze student motivation in Russian educational institutions and to 
perform empirical research will accelerate progress in student moti-
vation research and in elaborating practical recommendations on how 
to develop productive forms of motivation to learn among students.

The hierarchical self-determination theory was proposed by Vallerand 
in 1997 [Vallerand, 1997] as an evolution of the same-name theory 
by Edward L. Deci and Richard Ryan, which discriminates between in-
trinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation, and amotivation [Deci, Ryan, 
1985]. Intrinsic motivation means engaging in learning activities be-
cause they are inherently interesting or enjoyable [Deci et al., 1991]. 
Intrinsically motivated students regulate their activities themselves, 
which means they are autonomous. Extrinsic motivation means that 
students engage in learning activities being driven by external regu-
lators. The latter may include grades, desire to obtain a reward or to 
avoid punishment, the role of specific activity for career advancement, 
etc. Depending on the degree of autonomy (independence) provided 

3.4. Explanatory 
power of the 
achievement goal 
orientation theory

4. Hierarchical 
self-determination 
theory
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by regulators and on the level of their internalization (i. e. the extent to 
which external regulators are accepted and transformed into internal 
stimuli), four types of extrinsic motivation are differentiated: external, 
introjected, identified, and integrated [Ibid.]. The external motivation 
implies that activity is initiated with an externally perceived locus of 
control [Deci, Ryan, 2002], when the regulator is external to student. 
Examples may include desire to obtain a reward (monetary or other-
wise) and/or to avoid punishment. In the introjected motivation, the 
locus of initiation lies in the social rules and norms that are external 
to student. They don’t become part of an individual but regulate his/
her activities through the emotional component: a student feels guilty 
when deviating from the norm and proud when following it. The iden-
tified motivation suggests that activity is initiated by an individual who 
accepts such activity as an important means of achieving their goal. 
Examples include accumulation of knowledge and skills necessary to 
build a career. This type of motivation differs from intrinsic one in that 
students engage in activities only because they find them useful, not 
interesting. The integrated type of motivation also puts an individu-
al as the initiator of activities, characteristics of the latter being fully 
integrated in a person’s value system. This type of extrinsic motiva-
tion gives maximum autonomy and the right of choice to an individ-
ual. Examples may include desire to master one’s profession which 
is the key life value to a student. Amotivation means no motivation at 
all, which is the case when an individual can’t see any connection be-
tween their activity and possible outcomes, i. e. has no intention to 
obtain a result through their actions [Ibid.].

Apart from intrinsic and extrinsic regulators that guide student be-
havior, the self-determination theory also examines the needs stim-
ulating such behavior. Deci and Ryan identified three basic needs: 
competence (the need for understanding how this or that result can 
be achieved), autonomy (the need for independence in initiating and 
regulating one’s actions), and relatedness (the need for safe relation-
ships) [Deci et al., 1991. P. 327].

Cross-cultural studies based on this theory have shown that ba-
sic needs are universal to different cultures and do not depend on 
what type of values, collectivist or individualist, prevail in a specific 
society [Chirkov, Ryan et al., 2003]. Besides, it has been empirically 
proved that subjective well-being depends on the degree of autono-
my in learning and intrinsic motivation is subjectively more important 
to students than extrinsic one, these findings also being applicable 
to any cultural environment (e. g. [Chirkov, Ryan et al., 2003; Ryan, 
Chirkov et al., 1999]).

Vallerand suggested to expand the model described above by 
saying motivation existed at three levels of generality. His hierarchi-
cal self-determination theory implies three interrelated levels of moti-
vation: global, contextual, and situational. The global level represents 
general motivational orientation of an individual towards the environ-
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ment. The contextual level shapes motivational orientation in vari-
ous spheres of life, the most essential being education, leisure, and 
relationships. The situational level describes a person’s motivation 
for a certain activity at a certain moment of time [Deci, Ryan, 2002]. 
Each level has its own social factors affecting satisfaction of the basic 
needs, its own type of motivation shaped by social factors indirectly, 
through an individual’s needs, and its own behavioral, cognitive, and 
emotional effects [Vallerand, 1997]. All the three levels in the hierar-
chical motivation model are interrelated. The relations between them 
have been proved empirically by Vallerand and his colleagues [Guay, 
Mageau, Vallerand, 2003] and may be either top-down (from global 
to situational) or bottom-up (from situational to global).

Motivation to learn can also exist at three levels: global (gen-
eral student motivation to learn), contextual (motivation to learn in 
the higher education context), and situational (motivation for a cer-
tain learning activity or certain discipline). Social factors determin-
ing the type of motivation to learn may include actions of teachers 
and parents, class climate, etc. All these factors affect, through the 
needs, the type of motivation that determines how much a student 
is engaged in the learning process. This engagement accounts for 
academic achievement, emotional responses, and the dynamics 
of self-consciousness. Correlations between social factors, needs, 
types of motivation, degree of engagement, and academic perfor-
mance has been proved empirically in a number of studies (e. g. 
[Reeve, Kim, Jang, 2012]).

The narratives collected mention all the three types of motivation: in-
trinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation, and amotivation. Motives for 
learning that can be associated with extrinsic motivation were ex-
pressed more often than others. Their specific feature is that students 
engage in various types of learning activities due to external regula-
tors (obtaining a reward and/or avoiding punishment), with no inter-
est for learning as such. In other words, the learning process in this 
motivational structure is not intrinsically valuable and reasons for en-
gagement are external to learning.

The self-determination theory classifies extrinsic motivation into four 
types: external, introjected, identified, and integrated. External moti-
vation corresponds to the minimum level of autonomy, when students 
engage in learning activities due to external regulators. Rewards re-
ceived through learning include, first of all, a diploma of higher ed-
ucation which is regarded as a prerequisite for a successful career. 
Thus, it’s not the interest for learning that student motivation is based 
on but the desire to get oneself a high-paying and/or prestigious job 
afterwards. Higher education is perceived as a transitional phase 
here—inevitable though useless.

5. Applying the 
hierarchical 
self-determination 
theory to analyze 
motivation to learn 
among students of 
Russian 
universities

5.1. Extrinsic motivation
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“Interviewer: Are you trying to study well?

Respondent: I realized when I finished school that it’s not necessary. 
Of course, if I want an honors diploma, I will start working for it after 
the third year maybe. For now, the most important is to progress to 
the second semester, preferably to the second year, as I’ve heard 
dismissals are less frequent in the second year and later. Then, 
the goal will be to make it to graduation. Professional knowledge 
matters, naturally. <…> I only need a degree to get a job, that’s 
it” (a male student of the technical university, 1st year, science, 
mathematics, engineering and technology).

External regulators sometimes take the form of student allowance as 
a material reward for showing a certain level of assiduity in learning. 
The external nature of such motivation is obvious.

“I N T E R V I E W E R : Are you trying to study well or is it unimportant to you?
R E S P O N D E N T : Of course I am, otherwise I’ll lose my allowance. I do 

try but I don’t bone up on everything, I’m too lazy for that sort of 
thing” (a female student of the classical university, 3rd year, social 
sciences and humanities).

A number of respondents explained their learning efforts by the de-
sire to win recognition and approval of other people. Some of them 
said they were motivated to learn by the desire to make their parents 
happy, others aspired to recognition from their peers.

“I N T E R V I E W E R : Are you trying to study well?
R E S P O N D E N T : Yes.
I: Why?
R: Maybe I just wanna be better than anyone else.
<…>
I: Would you like your peers to know you’re the smartest one?
R: Yes, probably” (a female student of the classical university, 5th year, 

science, mathematics, engineering and technology).

As judged by the interviews, externally motivated students are more 
tolerant to various forms of academic dishonesty (plagiarism, cheat-
ing, etc.) and more likely to adopt a learning strategy to get good 
grades with minimal effort and resources.

“I N T E R V I E W E R : Have you ever done more than required to get a good 
grade in any course?

R E S P O N D E N T : No. I believe laziness is the engine of progress and 
you shouldn’t work your fingers to the bone, or you’ll burn yourself 
out” (a female student of the classical university, 3rd year, social 
sciences and humanities).
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The introjected subtype of extrinsic motivation corresponds to a high-
er level of individual’s autonomy. The extrinsic regulator represented 
by some social norms gets internalized by the individual and starts 
being perceived as their own. For instance, one of the respondents 
justified his passion for learning by the desire “to become someone.”

“I N T E R V I E W E R : Where does your motivation to learn come from?
R E S P O N D E N T : I wanna become someone in this life.
I: Do you consider education to be sort of a bridge?
R: Yes, a bridge to the next stage in life. Education is an essential 

element of human life. I have heard it since I was a kid, ‘Study to 
become someone.’ It’s inculcated in childhood, when you begin 
to feel responsible for proving you are worth something” (a male 
student of the classical university, 3rd year, economic studies).

Another example of introjected extrinsic motivation is when students 
adopt a good-grade/study-well orientation inculcated to them at 
school. A number of respondents said grades were not an important 
external regulator to them but they were still trying to study well just 
because they had got used to it at school.

“I N T E R V I E W E R : Are you trying to perform better?
R E S P O N D E N T : Sure, I am. I’m trying to get to the bottom of what 

I don’t understand and to correct all of my mistakes.
I: Where does this motivation come from?
R: I  don’t know, that’s what I’ve been used to since high school” 

(a female student of the technical university, 2nd year, science, 
mathematics, engineering and technology).

The third subtype of extrinsic motivation is identified motivation. An 
individual engages in learning because they consider it useful for 
achieving a specific goal. Learning as such is of no interest to them. 
A classic example is mastering certain skills, knowledge, and compe-
tencies to apply them in one’s future professional life.

“I N T E R V I E W E R : Are you trying to study well?
R E S P O N D E N T : Yes.
I: Why? Why do you need it?
R: First of all, I’ll need most of this in my professional life, and also 

for myself. First aid and psychology. To behave correctly in 
different situations and to be able to work in the future” (a female 
student of the classical university, 3rd year, science, mathematics, 
engineering and technology).

This subtype of extrinsic motivation differs from the external one in 
that student not only seeks to get a “sheepskin” but also finds it im-
portant to learn some skills, knowledge, and competencies. Such 
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students usually engage more actively in the learning process com-
pared to those who are externally motivated. A typical practice used 
by students with identified motivation is selective approach to distrib-
uting the efforts and resources they invest in learning: they tend to 
devote more time and effort to courses they consider more useful for 
their future occupation.

“Look, if I’m a technical specialist, why would I get distracted by 
humanities courses? It’s good for overall development but it’s no 
use spending too much time on it” (a male student of the technical 
university, 3rd year, science, mathematics, engineering and 
technology).

The interviews revealed some examples of integrated motivation, 
which implies the maximum student autonomy compared to other 
types of extrinsic motivation. There are also some external regula-
tors here but they match absolutely the interests and values of indi-
viduals. In fact, extrinsic and intrinsic motivations coexist peacefully 
in an individual’s motivational structure. For instance, a student may 
dream of an honors diploma but learning as such will also be inter-
esting and valuable to her/him.

“I N T E R V I E W E R : Is it important for you to get excellent grades or rather 
to learn something and be sure you’re a pro in this something?

R E S P O N D E N T : Basically, I get ‘A’s.
I: Are ‘A’s your goal or just a side effect of your efforts to get the sense 

of everything?
R: It was my goal to obtain an honors diploma. And, of course, I think 

it’s all related: if you want to get ‘A’s, you’re probably interested in 
acquiring some skills and more” (a female student of the classical 
university, 3rd year, social sciences and humanities).

An honors diploma matters here not as just a “sheepskin” but as the 
reflection of student’s skills and interests. This student didn’t believe 
an honors diploma was a key signal for employers or could ensure a 
trouble-free professional career.

“Honestly, I don’t believe it (an honors diploma—N.M.) can help 
because it’s all about having good friends in the right places 
today. If you have such good friends who can give you a job, you 
actually may have any diploma, even with ‘C’s. An honors one is 
just a dream” (a female student of the classical university, 3rd year, 
social sciences and humanities).

Such motivational structure provides for active engagement in the 
learning process at the behavioral level and for a high degree of con-
cerns about success and failures at the emotional level. Students with 

http://vo.hse.ru/data/2015/10/05/1077121502/Maloshonok.pdf


Maloshonok N., Semenova T., Terentyev E. 
Academic Motivation among Russian University Students

http://vo.hse.ru/en/

such motivation try to invest as much as they can in learning activi-
ties and often contribute more time and effort than required to get a 
good grade.

Intrinsic motivation and amotivation were much less frequent than ex-
trinsic subtypes. Amotivation is an extreme on the self-determination 
scale, suggesting the lowest level of student intentionality and auton-
omy. In fact, amotivation means little or no motivation. An individual 
engages in something but cannot understand or explain why.

“I N T E R V I E W E R : Why do you study at the university instead of doing 
something else? Why don’t you work?

R E S P O N D E N T : I  don’t know. That’s what I  did and now I  have to 
graduate and only then get a job” (a female student of the classical 
university, 4th year, science, mathematics, engineering and 
technology).

The lack of motivation to learn may be a result of randomly chosen 
field of study. Thus, when the respondent with the most obvious signs 
of amotivation was asked how she had selected the university and the 
field of study, she replied, “I don’t know, it’s just what happened.” The 
same answer was given to the question why she was trying to study 
well. Besides, external regulators like the importance of getting spe-
cific skills and competencies for a future job also lose their signifi-
cance due to the uncertainty about the choice of future occupation.

“I N T E R V I E W E R : Why are you trying to study? <…> Is that because 
you’ve realized you’ll need it someday?

R E S P O N D E N T : Not every one of us will work in our field of study when we 
graduate. Neither do I know what the future has in store for me. I just 
don’t know, it’s true” (a female student of the classical university, 
4th year, science, mathematics, engineering and technology).

Intrinsic motivation is the opposite extreme on the self-determina-
tion scale which suggests the highest possible level of autonomy. 
Learning becomes intrinsically valuable unlike with extrinsic moti-
vation where the reason for getting a higher education is external to 
the learning process. Students engage in learning activities because 
these activities are inherently interesting and/or enjoyable. External 
regulators stop playing a critical role here. Meanwhile, extrinsically 
motivated students would stop learning if they lost them.

“I N T E R V I E W E R : Are you trying to study well?
R E S P O N D E N T : Rather yes.
I: And why?
R: It’s not that I need to get a good grade. It depends on my interests. 

5.2. Amotivation

5.3. Intrinsic  
motivation
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If I’m interested, I  will learn it. Consequently, I’ll improve my 
academic achievements and my level of education.

I: Does it mean you’re not chasing grades, you just get interested 
sometimes?

R: No! It’s often interesting. I’ve chosen the field I want to study in, so 
interest is above anything else” (a female student of the technical 
university, 3rd year, social sciences and humanities).

Intrinsic motivation is characterized by maximum engagement in the 
learning process and negative attitude towards academic dishonesty, 
like cheating, for example. Students with this type of motivation often 
apply much more effort to some tasks than is required to get a good 
grade. Such motivational structure is considered as the most prefera-
ble by the authors of the hierarchical self-determination theory. How-
ever, its stability may be jeopardized by negative impressions at the 
situational level. Particularly, interest for learning that motivates for 
active engagement in the learning process (contextual level) may die 
away because of some specific teaching format or personal teacher 
characteristics (situational level).

“When I studied management, I didn’t like it and sluffed a lot. <…> 
We have a standard form of teaching when we just take dictation 
mindlessly. Seminars are held in different forms: basically, we 
either solve problems or have quizzes on what was delivered in the 
lecture—I don’t like it” (a male student of the technical university, 
3rd year, economic studies).

At the same time, there are contrary examples when a certain teach-
er sparked interest of respondents in studying specific subject (situ-
ational level) and this interest permeated the contextual level (higher 
education). Thus, the hierarchical model sheds light on the dynam-
ics of two different types of motivation.

Discriminating between the three types of motivation may be pro-
ductive in explaining some sorts of situations. In particular, a number 
of respondents explained their learning efforts by their specific psy-
chological features.

“I N T E R V I E W E R : Are you trying to study well?
R E S P O N D E N T : I’m trying to deliver everything on time.
I: Just to have no overdue assignments, to get a degree, right?
R: Not to agonize afterwards. I’m a responsible person and I feel guilty 

when I am late with something. So, just to save my own nerves” 
(a female student of the technical university, 2nd year, science, 
mathematics, engineering and technology).

In terms of the applied theoretical model, this situation may be re-
garded as an illustration of how global motivational structure (per-
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sonal level) extends to the contextual level (higher education). Being 
responsible in everything (global level), a student behaves corre-
spondingly at university (contextual level) and in the context of spe-
cific subjects or courses (situational level).

We have discussed two approaches to research on student motiva-
tion in higher education, the achievement goal orientation theory and 
the hierarchical self-determination theory. They have become wide-
spread in foreign studies, but Russian researchers use them too lit-
tle, this usage being restricted to either purely theoretical or purely 
empirical research. One of our objectives was to introduce the theo-
ries in question into the existing Russian research practices in order 
to bring together different analysis levels and develop an integrated 
approach to research on university student motivation.

Specifics and advantages of the two theoretical approaches have 
been demonstrated through analysis of the bulk of data obtained in 
interviews with students of two regional universities of Russia. Both 
theories have a high heuristic potential and provide a comprehensive 
description of student motivation to learn. Besides, the theories are 
largely complementary as they focus on different aspects of student 
motivation. Thus, the achievement goal orientation theory studies the 
goals of student participation in learning activities, while the hierar-
chical self-determination theory investigates the reasons for engage-
ment in the learning process.

The hierarchical self-determination theory appears to be more pro-
ductive in explaining motivation to learn as it offers a more elaborat-
ed motivation typology and provides more differentiated explanations 
of the reasons for active engagement in learning activities. Besides, it 
presents a justified system explaining the sources of intrinsic motiva-
tion based on three basic needs: autonomy, competence, and related-
ness. It is also essential to differentiate between four types of extrinsic 
motivation using the degree of frustration of the need in autonomy. Fi-
nally, the hierarchical self-determination theory is preferable as it helps 
explain the dynamics and genesis of different types of motivation by 
identifying three levels of generality: situational, contextual, and global.

The choice of a theoretical framework for research depends on 
the aspects of student motivation to be studied. For instance, the 
self-determination theory should be opted for to investigate the mo-
tives for learning, but goal orientations of students require the use of 
the achievement goal orientation theory.
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