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Motivation and Lifelong Learning

Barbara L. McCombs

Mid-Continent Regional Educational Laburatory

Promoting lifelong learning has received increased attention recently from the
educational and business communities, Scholars and trend forecasters, looking
towarg the needs of the 21st century, have reached nearly unanimous agree-
ment about the importance of a constantly improving and technoiogically
competent workforee that can corppete in global markers, There Is also general
agreement about the importanee of varions attitudes or motivations as un-
derlying lifelong learning in general and in particudar techaical fields, How can
¢ducational psychologists best apply what they know about motivation and
Yearning to the issue of promoting lifelong learning stiitudes and skills, from
elementary through postsecondary educational levels, and in training settings
that inclede business and indusiry? Imphcations for the role and preparation
of educational psychologists for the 21st century inchude a greater emphasis on
“grand theories” that integrate wrinciples of learning and motivation, of cog-
nition and affect, and thus address the whole person in context.

How do we describe the relationship between motivation and lifelong
fearning? In many ways these two constructs are indistinguishable, The
motivated person is a iifelong learner, and the lifelong learner is a motivated

i person. To bring clarity to this issne, it is necessary to define what is meant

by each term, and then to define on the basis of the properties of each, the

" relationship between the constructs of motivation and lifelong learning. In

50 doing, we begin to see how to nurture each from early learning
‘experiences into adulthood. This article focuses on emerging theoretical and
snpirical principles defining interrelationships between motivation and
lifetong learning, discusses implications of these principles for anticipated
lifelong learning needs of the 21st century for both the learner and society,
and concludes with recommendations, based on these principles and their
Implications, for the roles and preparation of educational psychologists,

Requests for reprings should be sent 10 Barbara L. MoCombs, Mid-Continent Reglonal
Bducational Laboratory, 2550 South Parker Road, Suite 500, Aurora, CO 80014,
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DEFINING TERMS

To understand more precisely what is meant by the constructs of motivation
and lifelong learning, we need to look at recent advances in our under-
standing of psychological processes related to learning. [ believe that we are
now seeing, and will continue to see in the future, a movement toward
integrative or “grand theories™ that can more holistically account for
complex human psychological and behavioral functioning in a variety of
contexts. From these broader perspectives, phenomena such as lifelong
learning, differential propensities (motivation and willingness) of individ-
uals to pursue lifelong learning goals, and external conditions that faciitate
these propensities can be more fully ynderstood.

In this milieu of theoretical integration across diverse psychological
disciplines and orientations, a number of basic principles of psychological
functioning that apply across all individuals have begun to emerge. It is in
the context of these principles that the relationships between motivation and
lifelong learning are clarified. The following are what | see as some of these
emerging psychological principles: :

Principle 1: Learning is naturally an active, volitional, internally
mediated and individual process of constructing meaning from infor-
mation and experience, filtered through each individual’s unique
perceptions, thoughts, and feelings,

This principle implies that students have a natural inclination to learn and
will assume personal responsibility for learning, monitoring, checking for
understanding, and becosming active, seif-regulated learners in the right
motivational atmosphere. It further implies that learning is 2 unigue process
based on personal constructions of meaning.

Principle 2: Learning is facilitated by social mediation finteractions
and communication with others) In a variety of flexible, heteroge-
neous {cross-age, culture, ¢tc.), and cooperative group settings,

The interaction of internal and external factors in learning is highlighted
in thig principle. For example, higher order thinking and problem solving as
well as soclal competence are encouraged in learning settings that allow for
and respect diversity in views, thinking processes, and learning strategies.

Principle 3:; Beliefs and thoughts, resuliing from prior learming
experiences and basad on unique inlerpretations of external experi-
ences and messages, become cach individual’s separate reality or way
of seeing life,

feclings, and motivations that can en’han{:c or im:e:;r
thinking and information processing. This cOniext nee
vy the learner and by
performance goals.
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ich i i s, expectaiions,
: a rich internal context of beliefs, goals, : _
e ot fere with the quality of

ds to be understood
learning facilitators 0 maximize learning and

Principle 4: Thoughts and interpretations of extema’l_ experiences and
messages begin a cycle of cognition, affect, and r:?s:cz1an t'h?{ sz.:rw,s tf)
reinforce or support the ipitia} thought{s) or coguitive belief sirncture.

The relationship beiween thoughts, mood, and pbehavior underlies the

psychological health and functioning of individuals as wei? ay their lear_mng
efficacy. Understanding cognitive constructions anq belief systt?ms‘ls ‘:;
jmportant part of seeing how to facilitate poth learning and motivation

learn.

Principle 5: In the absence of insecurity (_e,g,., feeling afraid, bemg
self-conscious, feeling incompetent), individuals are natural learners

and enjoy learning.

ing i > ine o bring out and
ivati .arming is largely dependent on helping
Motivating e nats v d tendencies to jearn rather than

develop students’ natural metivations an . .
“fixing them™ or giving them something they lack._{u Fhe .sanée Llilze:
however, when individuals are motivated to Ee;‘}mi f&CllJ:laiiflg the ev;lz ?n
ment of ’higher order learning strategies and thinking skills has been show

ia enhance learning efficacy.
d motivation are heightened when individ-

tationships with others who se¢ their
and uncondition-

Principle 6; Self-esteem an
uals are in respeciful, caring reiationshl
potentials, genuinely appreciate their unique talents,
ally accept them as individuals.

Individual’s access to higher order, healthier Eew'sls of‘ thinkinig, ‘fe:;i‘n;;:i,~
and behaving is facilitated by quality personal relationships. ‘W.hm in wm
aals can be helped to feel better about themselves and se¢ their inner worth,
they can access their basic motivation to learn.

Principle 7: Human behavior is. ba?zcaliy motivated by needs for
seif-development and self-determination.

ivation to learn, grow, and develop 1

divi have a natural mot ) .
ot d to be competent and exercise personal

positive, self-determining ways, an



120 McCOMBY

cont‘mi(in their lives. The biggest challenge is 10 uncover this natural
motivation and intrinsic desire for positive self-development,

ffvzikei‘.l together, these principles suggest several key characteristics of
motivation and lifelong learning:

1.. Learning and motivation 1o learn are natural human capacities in
soc;.a.l‘contexts and relationships supportive of the learner and in content
domains perceived as personally meaningful and relevant.,

' 2. What and how much is learned is a function of each learner’s unigue
views of themselves and the learning process, including their goals, expec-
tations, and interpretations of task requirements.

‘ 3. Insecurities and other forms of negative cognitive conditioning inter-
fere with or block the emergence of individuals’ natural motivation to
continually learn, grow, and develop in positive and self ~-determining ways.

i l‘egmigg and motivation to continvally learn are basically natural
capai?mes‘ of each human being, why don’t we see more evidence of lifelong
iearning in our schools and in society? Evidence, based on the preceding
psychological principles, suggests that several key factors are responsible:

1. Socially accepted learning goals and outcomes have not been person-
ally accepted as meaningful and relevant by a large mumber of learners.

2. Qualiry personal relationships and supportive climates for learning are
largely absent in a large number of educational and training conkexts.

3. Higher level understandings about individuals’ personal responsibili-
t%es for learning and needs for personal choice and conerol in learning
situations have not formed the basis of educational praciice.,

4. Efforis 1o assist individuals to understand their own psychological
functioning and the adverse affects of being controtled by negative belief
systems —efforts that can uncover natural motivations to continually learn

and develop — have not become part of our educational agenda or curricy-
lum,

Based on the foregoing, the following definitions can be advanced:
..Mz.)r!vaxion to learn s an internal, natyrally occurring capacity of human
beings that is enhanced and nurtured by guality supportive relationships,
opportunities for personal choice and responsibility for learning, and
personally relevant and meaningful learning tasks. Lifelong learning is also
a natural propensity of human beings 10 continue to learn, grow, and
de‘velop that is facilitated by “uncovering” natural learning tendencies and
enjoyment of learning and by reducing or climinating negative, insecure
thoughts and belief systems.

A troublesome issue that arises out of thege definitions, however, is social
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or perhaps philosophical: How ¢an we help direct individuals’ natural
motivation for lifelong learning toward goals that benefit both sociely and
the individual? i is in so doing that educational psychologists can play a
vital role in preparing lifelong learners that can meet the societal needs of
the 215t century,

IMPLICATIONS FOR PROMOTING LIFELONG
LEARNING TO MEET
THE NEEDS OF THE 218T CENTURY

Conditions that have led to a general decline in at least the visible signs of
lifelong learning by significant numbers of individuals in our society have
been cause for alarm, particularly among those in the business and industry
community, According to some recent publications from the U.8. Depart-
ment of Labeor (1989) and the U.S, Departments of Labor, Education, and
Commerce {1988), the majority of new jobs in the 21st century will require
some postsecondary education, Only 27% of all new jobs will fall into lower
skill categories, compared to 40% of jobs teday. Jobs that are in the middie
of the skill distribution today will be the lenst skilled occupations of the
future, This, combined with the fact that life ¢vcles for products and
processes have been shortened, means that future jobs may be restructured
about every 7 years, necessiating continuous learning and retraining in
order o develop qualified people for available jobs. Al the same Gme,
statistics showing deficiencies in basic reading, writing, and mathematical
skills among a significant and growing segment of our population continue
to mitigate against the demands for an increasingly flexible and skilled
workforce.

Fducators and employess are discovering that the changing demands of
today’s workplace call for workers who are adaptable to change and know
how to enhance their job skills in ways that help them remain current with
modern technology. The successful integration of workers into jobs with
advanced technologies and processes will, more than ever, be dependent on
how quickly workers are able to acquire new skills. In a recent report,
“Workplace Basics” by Carnevale (1988), essential workplace skills are
linked directly to individuals’ positive self-esteem, goal-setting abilities,
motivation, learning-to-learn skills, and skills for successful personal
management (e.g., communication, career development, teamwork, lead-
ership}. Employers value these skills in employees because they usually
indicate successful job transitions and effective training experiences. The
dilemma, however, is that—according to the Hudson Institute’s (1987}
“Workforece 20007 report—the 2ist century will see an older workforce,
with those younger persons emfering being increasingly less skilled, and with
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IIIH)I“C than 80% of new entrants into the workforce being women, minori-
tigs, and immigrants.

How can our new understandings of the preceding psychological princi-
ples underlying motivation and lifefong help solve this dilemma? Some
recent research by Mills (1986, 1990); Mills, Dunham, and Alpert (1988);
and Suarez, Mills, and Stewart {1987 offers exciing promise, This rcsearcl;
suggests that traditional approaches to intervening with “problem™ or
“at-risk_” populations assume that there is something to be “fixed” or
something “missing.” Countering this view, Mills a1 al. (1988) presenied a
“\ycilness model” which maintains that there are inherent capabilities and
higher levels of functioning {mental health) within ail persons that can be
accessed by them if they are placed in supportive environments in which the
external circumstances that reinforce their conditioned, negative ways of
perforzr{ilzg and reacting are removed. Higher levels of functioning include
developing a more mature aund responsible ouwtlook, functioning with
cnn?r.non sense, and having a natural interest in learning, Once they are in
positive environments and interactions with significant others, individuals
who are seemingly unwilling to learn socially desirable knowledges and
skills are “freed up” to function at more mentally healthy levels of
perge_ption, feeling, and behavior. According Mills et al.’s research, such
po_S}t%ve environments must include aduls caring and interest; validation of
1_nc.i1v1duals’ worth and significance; and opportunities to build relation-
ships, see models, and experience mentoring relationships in an atmosphere
of mmiual caring and support,

Harter’s (1986, 1989, 1990} research also subsiantiates the idea that
solcm::mnomic support from significant others is an esseniial factor in a
ciimate that promotes growth and change and, consequently, for the
dev‘elopment of strong perceptions and skills, because it cultivates the
posgive sense of self-worth required for such growth and change to ocour.
Im}widuals exposed 1o a climate of socicemotional support experience
benrfg understood (listened to, not just heard), accepted (taken seriously and
hgvmg their beliefs, thoughts, and feelings respected), and affirmed {gen-
uinely needed and recognized as having value and worth; Glenn & Nelsor,
1988). A socially supportive environment is also importan: because it leads
19 a sense of belonging and significance, a fundamental goal of all behavior
{Nelson, 1987),

In addition to focusing on a ¢limate of seciocemotional support, current
research and theory on positive self-development, which my colleagues and
I have recently reviewed and extended (McCombs, 1988, 1989; McCombs &
Marzano, 1990 McCombs & Whisler, 1989), emphasizes that pasitive
self-development must focus on empowerment through will and skill
development, In the will domain, empowerment focuses on the OUrfuring
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and enhancement of personal agency beliefs and commitment to self-
development; in the skill domain, it focuses on the development of higher
order decision making and personal interaction skilly that can facilitate
seli-development.

My mosi recent work (MeCombs, 1990) extends the notions of empow-
erment through will, skill, and social support t¢ include the reciprocal
empowerment of fearners and the adults who work with them. Within this
framework, will is defined as an innate or self-actualized state of motiva-
tion, an internal state of well-being in which individuals are in touch with
their natural self-esteemn, common sense, and intrinsic motivation to learn.
Skill is defined as an acquired cognitive or metacognitive competency that
develops with training and/or practice. Socia! supporf is the enabling
interpersonal context for the empowerment of will and the developmeni of
skill, specifically through quality relationships and interactions with others.
Empowerment in this framework Is reciprocal in the sense that until adults
working with learners are trained to develop positive belief systems in
themselves and understand fundamental principles of psychological func-
tioning and learners” inherent motivation to learn, they will not be able to
help uncover this potential through enhanced communication and interac-
fions or to create a positive emotional climate that embodies gualities of
mutual trust, respect, caring, and concern. This posiiive emotional cli-
mate—in combination with the will and skill components — helps to uncover
learners’ natural motivation to grow and develop in positive ways, including
seeing things from their natural commeon sense and being motivated to
develop specific competencies and skills. As learner’s display enhanced will
and skill, teachers or learning facilitators are empowered by seeing and
realizing how they can nurtare learners’ inner potential to grow and develop
in positive ways.

Assuming the validity of this perspective, will it be sufficient 1o prepare
an adaptive, persoually and socially responsible, and technologically com-
petent lifelong learner? 1 believe the answer to this question is “yes” if we are
willing to make some fundamental changes in our educational system and in
the assumptions that guide redesign efforts. Educational psychologists can
play an gxtremely vital role in the redesign of educational systems for all
levels of learners if they generate and use learner-centered psychological
principles that integrate both conventional and scientific wisdom. Further-
more, they must be willing to base redesign efforts on the assumption,
sipporied by emerging evidence, that learners will be most motivated o
display natural lifelong learning tendencies—and acquire increasing levels
of technical competencies needed within their society—in supportive,
caring, learning environments that are responsive to individual learning
needs and inderests.
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE ROLES AND
PREPARATION OF
2187 CENTURY EDUCATIONAL PSYCHOLOGISTS

As cducational psychologists look 0 make their contribution o an im-
proved educational system, there is a further need not only fo consider
higher order, learner-centered psychological principles, but also to adopt s
systems perspective and svstemic processes for incorporating these prind-
ples inte a mew design. The perspective of a living systems model of
schooling is particularly appropriate to this task (cf. Hutchins, 1990), From
thig perspective, significant improvements in educational practice wilk not
oceur until the system is redesigned with the learning level and the learner
as the primary focus. Starting with what students need from the learning
level, educational psychologists, in collaboration with the educational and
tratning communities, can decide how best to apply sound psychological
principles to redesign goals from the learning level up through the instruc-
tional level, management level, institutional or community level, and the
external support level, A new and exciting vision of schooling and the
educational psychologist’s role in this vision can then emerge.

While attending to the learning level, research from a variety of perspec-
fives also suggests that the optimal conditions for all learning are those that
address the needs of the whole individual (¢f. McCombs & Marzano, 1590}
By this | mean that the experience of schooling or {raining must aitend to
the following dimensions of the individual: self, metacognitive, cogritive,
affaciive, behavioral, and social, Research has shown that for students to be
optimally motivated 10 learn, they must:

f. See schooling and education as personally relevant to their interests
and goals.

2. Believe that they possess the skills and competencies to successfully
accomplish these learning goals.

3. See themselves as responsible agents in the definition and accomplish-
memt of personal goals.

4. Understand the higher level thinking and self-regulation skills that
lead to goal attainment.

5. Call into play processes for effectively and efficiently encoding,
processiog, and recalling information.

6. Control emotions and moods that can facilitate or interfere with
learning and motivation,

7. Produce the performance outcomes that signal successful goal attain-
ment.

Each of the preceding arcas is clearly amenable to the expertise of
educational psychologists. Equally clear is that we have at owr disposal rich
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vodies of knowledge and experience —storehouses of hard and soft tech-

1 uology —that can be brought to bear in the design of educaiion and training

systemns that meet the needs of the 21st century. A further prerequis:ite to
assuming our larger roles as change agents and advisors 1o the redesign of
schooling or educational and training systems, however, is that we becqme
more actively involved in the daily life of teachers and students in a variety
of settings from early childiood cducation through posisecondary and
adult-training contexts. By working together with the teachers and. edj.lca—
jors in these seftings, we can use the best of what we know about principles
of Jearning and reciprocal empowerment, combined with our knowledge
and technology base, to help develop learner-centered designs that promaote
motivation and felong learning. At the same time, we will encourage
ieachers and educators to take on more of a leadership role in thi? design
snd implementation of psychologically sound learning and iraining sys-
8.
m‘nr&n additional recommendation for the future roles of educational
psychologists derives from current imereased efforis to promote pariner-

- ships between community-based organizations —including medical and

social service providers, schools, businesses, law enforcement a'gencies, and
privaie and public funding sources —in both the redesign and 1mple{ﬂen.£a~
ion of new learning, training, and edncational systems. The notion .Gf
community-based learning centers for all age groups is gaining popﬂlal”.liy
aad represents an exciting vehicle for supporting a continu.um of learning
from infancy thromgh adulthood. kb also embodies an importani new

1 concept of shared responsibility among all groups for accomplishing the

sducational and performance goals of our society.

If the new roles of educational psychologisis in the 21si century include
change agent, living-systems expert, jearner-centered and wtloi§~peirson
expert, consultant to real-world education and training organizaiions,
collsborative partner in school redesign and reform, and hard and s'ofz
iechnology expert, then programs for preparing educational Psychofcgzsts
need to change 1o reflect these roles. Some general suggestions of what
aseeds to be included in preparation programs are:

1. Provide a depth and breadth of psychological knowledge, from the
full range of psychological disciplines relevant to education, ‘ancf include
emerging holistic theories of psychological functioning, motivafion, and
learning in context, . _

2. Include content courses in effective strategies for diagnosing learmpg
and motivational needs and facilitating learning through both sirategies

| instruction and personal interaction skills that can create guality relation-

ships and positive learning climates. N
3. Include courses in crganizational change, living-systems models, and
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alternative learning and training systems appropriate to different fearnets
and learning contexts.

4, Provide opportunities for practical problem solving in a variety of
settings that allow students to integrate their knowledge and develop skills
in those areas where they see they can be effective change agents,

Furthermaore, training in these areas needs to be adaptive and flexible io
the range of unique setlings and contexés in which educational paychologists
are likely o find themselves, ranging from universities to schools, from
business and industry to military organizations, as well as from hospitalsto
other service agencies in need of training and continuous learning systems,
There will alse be a need to prepare future educational psychologists to he
concerned with the motivation and lifelong learning of increasingly diverse
cultural groups in schools and in the workforce, as well as with helping to
promote the productivity and meaningfulness of life for our increasimg
number of elderly people.

This is quite a challenge and responsibility, to say the least, At the same
time, however, we have an exciting opportunity to truly prepare those
future experts of educational psychology to be generalisés, integrators of
our vast knowledge base, problem solvers, collaborators and comnunica.
tors, and gatekeepers of the mental health and functioning of our nation’s
children, their teachers, and the organizational systems that serve them. In
so doing, we will be instrumental in preparing motivated lifelong learners
who can become the productive and competent citizens that are part of the
increasingly flexible and skilled workforce needed for the 21st century,
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