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ABSTRACT 

Intrinsic motivation is a crucial factor for students’ learning and academic achievement and the 

initial drive for capturing students’ interest in learning and engagement in a particular subject. 

There is a relationship between motivation and learning in traditional schools (Brophy, 2010; 

Schunk et al., 2014); however, despite the fact that motivation serves as a critical determinant for 

academic learning, there is a lack of research about how intrinsic motivation affects elementary 

students’ online learning. Most of the research on traditional and online learning is based on self-

determination theory, a theory of motivation. Studies of elementary students who are learning 

online are minimal and lack concrete examples of how students experience intrinsic motivation 

in distance learning.  

This study aimed to investigate how elementary students experience intrinsic motivation 

while learning online. A mixed methods phenomenological approach was used, incorporating 

survey questionnaires and interviews with an art task for students to explore how they experience 

intrinsic motivation while learning online. The study involved 25 students in first grade through 

sixth grade in multiple subject classrooms attending a full-time online school in a single 

suburban school district. Students participated in a survey questionnaire and semi-structured 

interview, measuring the experience of intrinsic motivation according to questions. These 

questions were based on self-determination theory factors for motivation: autonomy, 

competency, and relatedness factors. The results from the study have the potential to provide 

valuable insights for educators teaching online with practical strategies to enhance motivation 

and academic achievement among elementary students in online learning environments.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Online learning is a current trend in education that continues to grow with technological 

advances and more accessibility in the United States. Online learning, defined as a type of 

learning that takes place 100% over the Internet, is also referred to as distance learning and e-

learning (Powell & Patrick, 2006). Online schools offer instruction asynchronous, synchronous, 

or a combination of the two, known as hybrid learning. Synchronous learning is facilitated over 

the Internet while attending class simultaneously with the instructor and classmates in real-time 

in different locations. Online asynchronous learning is education in the form of instruction and 

learning that does not occur in the same place or time as the instructor and classmates. Hybrid 

online learning, also known as blended learning, combines synchronous and asynchronous 

learning and often includes in-person learning. Over the past decade, elementary schools offering 

online learning have continued to evolve with an even more significant increase in response to 

policies enacted during the COVID-19 pandemic that required schools to provide instruction 

online. Following this transition, many schools in America continued to provide online learning 

options for kindergarten through twelfth-grade students as a permanent option. In response to 

growing interest from parents or guardians, elementary schools have offered more online 

learning classes as independent study options in elementary.  

The growing interest in online learning for education in the United States continues to 

increase, underscoring the need to examine online schools for proficient teaching and learning 

effectiveness. In the United States, “43% of fourth- and eighth-grade students were enrolled in 

remote instruction in February 2021. In comparison, in May 2021, 26% of fourth- and eighth-

grade students were enrolled in remote instruction” (Barnett & Hein, 2021, para. 7). 

Opportunities for elementary schools to offer distance learning continue to increase with 
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technological advances, while new pedagogical practices for modernizing the traditional 

classroom experience are needed.  

Motivation is an essential factor behind students’ success in online classrooms (Hau & 

Kim, 2011; Lou et al., 2013; Sun et al., 2019). Specifically, intrinsic motivation is the most 

research-based determinant of online learning success; for instance, online adult learners are 

more intrinsically motivated than adults attending in-person classes (Wighting et al., 2008). 

Intrinsically motivated behavior refers to engaging in an activity solely for personal satisfaction 

rather than an external reward (Deci & Ryan, 2000a). Students enrolled in online learning are 

required to complete many activities independently and they are more successful when they 

demonstrate self-regulation skills that are often developed by being intrinsically motivated.  

While there is available research concerning intrinsic motivation and online learning, 

most samples include only adults, with few samples including elementary-aged students. There is 

a positive correlation between motivation and academic success (Brophy, 2010). Most scholars 

have demonstrated how intrinsic motivation relates to academic success in traditional classrooms 

rather than online classrooms. In addition, the available studies for online learning motivation are 

limited in number and scope (Bekele, 2010; Hartnett, 2016). These studies also primarily focus 

on the learning environment as a motivational factor while ignoring additional critical factors for 

motivating elementary students, such as the role of teachers.  

The available studies regarding elementary students’ learning and motivation indicate 

that intrinsic motivation is often explored primarily as an effect of the learning environment or as 

an attribute of learners while not recognizing that elementary students can be motivated to 

various degrees differently in any given context and time (Turner & Patrick, 2008). The existing 

analyses regarding teachers’ influence on students’ motivation in traditional classrooms is 
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valuable for the success of online elementary education. Therefore, a study should be conducted 

to examine how elementary students perceive intrinsic motivation and what specifically 

motivates them. The results from this study can provide valuable information for educators to 

create the most effective instruction for today’s online learners. 

There is potential for discovering effective motivational strategies for teachers to 

implement online by exploring students’ learning experiences. Past studies demonstrate the need 

to reexamine the impacts of curriculum and intervention strategies on students’ learning 

motivation. Researchers have conducted very few high-quality, evidence-based studies to 

examine the effectiveness of online learning compared to face-to-face instruction (Huett et al., 

2008); however, some researchers have examined curriculum-specific interventions for online 

classes and identified that elementary online instruction is still in the early development stages. 

At the same time, educators require a transformation in teaching and suggested looking at online 

education as more of “an engineering or science-style discipline” (Huett et al., 2008, p. 66). 

Other researchers have agreed with this suggestion, naming brain-based learning strategies 

related to self-determination theory (SDT) needed for online instruction and teaching students 

computer skills necessary for active online class participation.  

Students need opportunities to actively participate during lessons that require students’ 

ability to interact with information and communication technology. At the same time, teachers 

need to make students more accountable for actively engaging in the learning process while 

creating relevant lessons. Students find relevance in solving problems they may face in real life 

(Mansur, 2021; Wallace & Kremzar, 2002). While researchers agree with the need to increase 

students’ motivation by transforming impactful instructional practices online, they have 

primarily examined high school-level learners and those in higher education. The motivational 
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needs of children are significantly different from adults, so what may motivate adults aligns 

differently with elementary students. Many scholars have identified the fulfillment of specific 

human needs for intrinsic motivation development in younger age groups. 

Self-determination theory is a significant indicator of a correlation between academic 

success and intrinsic motivation. Self-determination theory identifies three basic needs for 

developing intrinsic motivation. Theories of intrinsic motivation confirm that nurturing 

competence, autonomy, and relatedness enhances student motivation and engagement in any age 

population (Cook & Artino, 2016; Deci & Ryan, 1985; Evans & Boucher, 2015; Froiland & 

Oros, 2014; Liu et al., 2020; McCombs, 2015; Orsini et al., 2015; Ransdell & Rieck, 2020; 

Salikhova et al., 2020). While researchers has revealed educational implications for SDT factors 

influencing students’ intrinsic motivation, these scholars are also limited to traditional in-person 

learning in early education. Elementary-aged students may experience lower satisfaction, 

minimal engagement, and low academic success in online education. These negative results have 

created an urgency for effective online teaching strategies while educators continue to express a 

lack of availability for valuable resources for elementary-age students. These results further 

support the need to identify intrinsically motivating factors and teaching strategies that impact 

academic performance in the online classroom. 

Statement of the Problem 

The newly reported increase in online learning options and reported disadvantages for 

elementary students who are learning online reveals how deeply this new instructional arena 

lacks research-based strategies for informing teachers how to implement effective online 

instruction. This lack of knowledge is impacting students’ education negatively and not 

providing the best learning environment for encouraging optimal levels of learning. Because 
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there is a correlation between intrinsic motivation and academic success (Artino, 2008; Brophy, 

2010; Keller, 2008), a study was needed to explore how students experience the phenomenon of 

intrinsic motivation online to identify the most effective teaching methods for educators. 

Children with higher levels of intrinsic motivation have significantly higher academic 

achievement (Gottfried, 1982, 1985, 1990). For this reason, researchers have implied the 

possibility of the same achieved levels of academic performance possible learning online. 

Scholars have demonstrated that intrinsic motivation, developed by a supportive learning 

environment encouraging autonomy, competency, and relatedness, contributes to both 

engagement and optimal learning in different educational contexts (Deci & Ryan, 1985; 

Kusurkar et al., 2011; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Ransdell & Rieck; 2020; Salikhova et al., 2020; 

Yazdi, 2016). Given that intrinsic motivation is the impetus for educational and academic 

performance success, a study is necessary to examine the impact of SDT strategies in online 

learning in the elementary educational setting. This study demonstrated whether SDT strategies 

have a significant influence on students’ academic performance. 

Purpose of the Study 

This phenomenological study explored first through sixth-grade elementary students’ 

experience with intrinsic motivation while participating 100% in online learning at an online, 

hybrid elementary public school. This study also sought to identify relational academic 

performance rates while exploring students’ firsthand account experiences. In this study, the 

phenomenon of elementary students’ motivation in online learning and academic performance 

was generally defined as intrinsic motivation and effective instruction. 

Research Questions 

To gain an in-depth understanding of how elementary students experience intrinsic 
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motivation in online learning, the researcher addressed four specific research questions: 

Primary Research Question 

1. How do students experience intrinsic motivation in online learning? 

Sub-Questions 

2. How do students describe the experience of intrinsic motivation in online learning? 

3. What intrinsically motivates students in online learning? 

4. How does the experience of intrinsic motivation relate to student academic 

performance? 

Theoretical Framework 

This phenomenological study focused on elementary students’ experience with intrinsic 

motivation while learning online with a cognitive learning theoretical lens based on self-

determination theory. A study that examines a phenomenon such as motivation relies heavily on 

qualitative research methods necessary for exploring the elementary student’s accurate account 

of the online learning experience. Marton (1986) defined phenomenography as “a qualitative 

research method used to identify different ways people perceive and experience a particular 

phenomenon in connection with the world around them” (p. 143). This study used interviews and 

artifacts to identify elementary students’ definitions, understanding, and experience with the 

phenomenon of intrinsic motivation in the online classroom.  

The phenomenological study approach is valuable for exploring factors central to 

learning and education (Marton, 1986). Marton explained how educators have sought ways to 

explore students’ lived experiences in education by placing the student at the center of 

phenomenological studies: “Indeed, education is a social process, and language is bewitching, 

but fundamentally an education worthy of its name involves the transformation of individual 
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perception and consciousness. Thus, these philosophers of education have sought methods and 

sources that enable the exploration of individual life-worlds (p. 36). Marton identified the main 

reasoning behind the qualitative research approach for this study. Because elementary students 

were the focus of the data collection in this study, their perspectives provided answers to what 

motivates children online. Through interviews, the researcher collected the most candid and 

authentic research. Interviewing students allowed the researcher to record the most accurate 

account of elementary students’ experiences with intrinsic motivation and learning online. 

 With a phenomenological approach, the researcher utilized the best way to explore 

individual student perceptions and relations between students and the phenomenon of intrinsic 

motivation. By examining students’ firsthand accounts, the researcher could reveal “what” the 

elementary school students experienced and “how” they experienced it (Moustakas, 1994). The 

generalized data population represented students in online elementary schools learning across the 

nation. The phenomenological method fulfilled the requirements of a purposeful study with what 

van Manen (1990) described as the goal to “ reduce individual experiences with a phenomenon 

to a description of the universal essence” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 75). With a purposeful 

student population identified, these sample of elementary students in online classes exemplified 

the perceptions of the broader population.  

 It was imperative to fill the gaps in current research by not just exploring academic data 

from elementary schools but also by hearing about the lived experience of students learning 

online. The phenomenological research approach was most appropriate for examining the 

experience of intrinsic motivation. This study required an interpretative phenomenological 

analysis exploring how participants experience intrinsic motivation online. To understand 

students’ experiences with intrinsic motivation, the researcher used motivating factors revealed 
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in current studies indicating success with online learning for adults and success in learning in 

traditional elementary classrooms.  

Three factors most studies identify for encouraging intrinsic motivation in students are 

nurturing competence, autonomy, and relatedness (Boudreau, 2019; Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2017; 

McCombs, 2015; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Orsini et al., 2015; Rieck, 2020; Salikhova et al., 

2020; Sun et al., 2019). Encouraging competence, autonomy, and relatedness reduces alienation 

and enhances motivation and engagement in any age (McCombs, 2015). The study included 

research in online learning identifying the intrinsically motivating factors related to SDT and the 

ways children experienced such motivation.  

Self-regulation as a critical component for individuals to succeed academically in online 

education, which develops through intrinsic motivation. The more distance between a learner and 

their instructor, the more responsibility is placed on the learner to be independent and self-

directed (Moore & Kearsley, 2005). Higher achieving students show greater metacognitive 

regulation and satisfaction with online learning than lower achieving students (Puzziferro, 2008). 

Knowing students are more successful learning online with metacognitive regulation, more 

research needs to be conducted to explore how students develop self-regulation. 

 Self-regulation includes behaviors that motivate people to learn, encouraged by the 

fulfillment of three universal psychological needs. These needs are competence, relatedness, and 

autonomy. Self-regulation refers to cognitive abilities and behaviors correlated to achieving 

personal goals (Bradley et al., 2017; Gazzaniga et al., 2010; Zimmerman, 2000). Studies with 

adult participants show that intrinsic motivation is a determining factor for developing self-

regulation skills. SDT defines self-regulation skills as one of the predictors of academic success 

in educational environments (Bradley et al., 2017; Pintrich & De Groot, 1990; Zimmerman, 
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2002; Zimmerman & Martinez-Pons, 1986). Students’ self-regulation skills include the ability to 

plan, monitor, reflect, and adjust their learning (Cho & Shen, 2013; Duncan & McKeachie, 2005; 

Puzziferro, 2008). For example, students must maintain active engagement in online lessons and 

class discussions while collaborating with instructors and peers. At the same time, students must 

also complete tasks during class and complete the majority of course work independently. To 

complete the independent work requirements in online classes, students need self-regulatory 

skills and teacher support with SDT-based instructional methods.     

Self Determination Theory (SDT) 

 Due to their academic success in traditional in-person classrooms, elementary-aged 

students are capable of intrinsic motivation. Although elementary students can be intrinsically 

motivated, there is insufficient research on what works best to motivate students to learn online. 

The minimal research also lacks the perspective of children experiencing online learning 

firsthand. By utilizing firsthand accounts, this study contributes to a meaningful understanding of 

what children perceive as intrinsic motivation, self-regulation, and success in online learning.  

The motivational factors of SDT effectively influence adults who are learning online and 

elementary students who are in traditional classrooms; therefore, this study aimed to discover the 

needs of online elementary students to see if they are related to such research. This study 

explored firsthand accounts of the online learning experience necessary for phenomenological 

research to determine elementary students’ understanding, beliefs, and interpretations of the 

online school experience. Phenomenological studies attempt to seek and understand first-person 

experiences (Ellis, 2016).  

This study also included qualitative data collection necessary for exploring participants’ 

firsthand accounts. Qualitative research can help researchers to gain multiple realities for the 
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same types of phenomena examined in this study (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Writers engaging in a 

phenomenological study must report the different ways participants view their experiences 

(Moustakas, 1994). Through phenomenological research interviews, students shared their unique 

experiences and perspectives with intrinsic motivation. By examining different children 

experiencing the same phenomenon, the researcher could explore similarities or differences 

among participants’ perceptions. 

This research study utilized SDT to guide the phenomenological design exploring 

students’ experience with intrinsic motivation learning online. It was essential to identify how 

children experience the phenomenon of intrinsic motivation while learning online to develop 

teaching practices to motivate children intrinsically. A phenomenological research approach is 

necessary for research that focuses on understanding of a shared experience to develop practices 

or policies (Creswell & Poth, 2018). To seek students’ perceptions not based on the researcher’s 

assumptions or teacher perceptions, the researcher interviewed elementary school children who 

have experienced online learning to hear what they experienced as intrinsic motivation. 

 Intrinsic motivation is a behavior based on cognitive learning theory. Cognitive learning 

theory is one of many theories explaining influential factors of motivation impacting the learning 

process. Intrinsic motivation is motivation provoked without external rewards and conducted for 

enjoyment and satisfaction or as an opportunity for actualizing one’s potential (Coon et al., 

2010). Intrinsic motivation has been identified as a driving force behind self-regulation and is 

necessary to complete assignments and actively engage in online learning. Online learning 

requires students to act more independently than during in-person instruction.  

Students who are successful in school tend to exhibit independent traits influenced by the 

learning environment that motivate them to be engaged in different learning environments. 
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Intrinsic motivation and self-determined types of extrinsic motivation positively impact students’ 

engagement and learning in various contexts (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Salikhova et al., 2020). 

Students experience intrinsic motivation by engaging in challenging activities they find 

personally interesting and by satisfying the psychological needs identified in SDT regardless of 

an external reward. Children need to be intrinsically motivated to be capable of self-regulatory 

behaviors in academics.  

Children are inherently motivated by the fulfillment of needs identified in SDT. When 

supports for these factors or conditions exist in a learning environment, students are more apt to 

develop intrinsic motivation, leading to self-regulation with schoolwork. Theories of intrinsic 

motivation confirmed that nurturing competence, autonomy, and relatedness reduced alienation 

and enhanced motivation and engagement regardless of age (McCombs, 2015). This 

phenomenological study determined the motivational factors experienced by students. 

 Using a phenomenological study with a theoretical lens rooted in cognitive learning 

theory and SDT, the researcher heard from the children about their need to be intrinsically 

motivated and successful in online learning. The unique aspect of this study was exploring the 

children’s firsthand accounts of learning online removed from teachers’ and parents’ 

perspectives. The children’s perspectives were essential to knowing their needs and gaining the 

truth about the best way to nurture the development of the most successful online learner.  

 Children need choices in educational options with equally effective opportunities for 

experiencing education online as they do in traditional schools. With the continued development 

of technology, online learning offers an advanced and unique opportunity for self-paced 

education, which allows students to learn and grow in a more personalized and impactful way to 

meet individual needs best. Education continues to develop with advancements in technology, 
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research, and theories expanding educators’ knowledge of how to educate students best to seek 

their highest capacity to learn at optimal levels. Finding how to promote these optimal learning 

levels is critical to the continued development of online education.  

 Children who are more capable of independent learning practices can self-regulate with 

the ability to hold themselves accountable for doing the work needed online. Even with teachers 

not present with them for every lesson and assignment like in a traditional classroom, students 

with self-regulatory skills complete tasks online. Online learning success depends on students 

continually engaging in class activities and requires self-regulation (Lee & Choi, 2001). Self-

regulatory behaviors correlate with explanations rooted in cognitive-behavioral theories. As seen 

in Figure 1, autonomy, relatedness, and competence are human psychological needs central to 

the development of intrinsic motivation, academic performance, and well-being, influencing 

students’ capacity to fully realize their optimal levels of learning (Deci & Ryan, 2000c). 

Figure 1 

Human Needs Central to Intrinsic Motivation and Academic Achievement 

 

Note. Human needs are central to the online learner impacting academic performance based on 

Self Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000c, p. 263).  
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Significance of the Study 

This study significantly discovered specific ways children experienced intrinsic 

motivation in learning online. By identifying patterns for how children experience motivation to 

learn, there is potential to create better teaching strategies to improve online education teaching 

practices. The number of online learning elementary schools is increasing with the need for 

educating children with flexible, accessible, and high-quality home-based learning alternatives 

for public school children. Elementary school teachers need effective ways to engage students to 

participate in the online classroom and raise their levels of learning equally or better than in the 

traditional classroom. This study provided implications for improving teacher education to 

instruct online better. 

 By exploring students’ intrinsically motivating learning experiences concerning academic 

performance rates, this study offers educators knowledge and increased ability to meet student 

needs for academic success. It was imperative to explore this possibility by researching what has 

worked in online learning with other populations and combining those overlapping elements with 

SDT-based strategies. Gottfried (1990) recognized the importance of intrinsically motivating 

students for the betterment of learning and increasing students’ effective school functioning. In 

response to national declining test scores Gottfried explained there is a vital need to use 

motivational teaching methods of instruction as early as possible to increase student academic 

performance. This study’s significance expanded on current online learning research lacking 

studies with elementary-aged students. An investigation was needed to examine if and how 

students are experiencing intrinsic motivation the same way research demonstrated they are in 

traditional classrooms with SDT-based supports. Educators need this information to improve 

online learning environments to support student success.  
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The Researcher 

 The researcher worked as a district instructional coach for a public school district during 

the 2020 school closures due to the pandemic. The researcher created online lessons and 

instructional strategies for all third to fifth-grade teachers and was required to restructure the 

curriculum for all language arts lessons. The researcher needed to ensure that all lesson plans 

were easily adaptable to teachers’ needs while maintaining standards-based instruction so that 

students would continue to benefit from the curriculum. She also needed to ensure that there was 

as little disruption to students’ education as possible.  

 For the remainder of the 2020 school year and throughout the 2020-2021 school year, the 

researcher continued to create priority standardized lessons for all language arts students, third 

through fifth grade, in a public school district. During these two years of creating online learning 

lessons while designing a new curriculum, the researcher also worked with elementary teachers 

throughout the school district while maintaining conversations, meetings, and surveys for 

assessing online learning instruction. These interactions proved that teachers struggled with 

student engagement and attendance in full-distance learning classrooms.  

 The researcher currently works as an intervention specialist at an online learning 

kindergarten through eighth-grade school in the same district. For the past three years, working 

with students, teachers, principals, and instructional district leaders, the researcher has gathered 

information through personal interactions and district academic data collection. Conversations 

with educators and data analysis showed significant evidence that online learning lacked student 

engagement with low attendance rates and weak language arts and mathematics assessment 

results. District attendance data reported that during the 2019-2020 school year, with total 

distance learning for all schools, out of 17,000 students in the district, only 30% participated in 
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their online classes during the school closures, which occurred from March through May 2020. 

Following the mandatory online learning for all schools in the district in response to the 

pandemic in-person school closures, the school district gathered evidence from an online survey 

sent to parents and teachers at the closing of the 2019-2020 school year regarding their distance 

learning roles and experiences. Most parents who participated in the survey reported their 

children lacked interaction with their teachers. 

 In contrast, most teacher-recorded responses commented on the lack of training and 

knowledge for distance learning platforms and instructional strategies. Most teachers requested 

the need for distance learning training. As the district administrative task force reflected on these 

results, they validated the need for effective instructional practices for online instruction at the 

elementary level. This information led the researcher to believe there is a need to examine how 

elementary students experience academic success online. Elementary teachers need to adjust 

their instruction to benefit students’ motivation to engage and learn successfully online. All the 

district’s schools expressed concern that online learning is not meeting the needs of children. 

Still, educators could not find detailed information on best practices for implementing online 

learning. 

Definition of Terms 

The following are definitions of critical terms significant to this research. 

Academic performance: The measurement of student achievement across various 

academic subjects (Ballotpedia, 2022). 

Asynchronous learning: A type of learning conducted over the Internet in which neither 

students nor the teacher meets in-person or remotely for class. 

Cognitive learning: An active style of learning that focuses on helping individuals learn 



  16 

 
how to maximize their brain’s potential (Valamis, 2022). 

 Cognitive learning theory: A theory that explains how internal and external factors  

influence an individual’s mental processes to supplement their learning (Valamis, 2022). 

Distance learning: The transfer of courses through audio, live video, recorded video, and  

real time and non-real-time computer technologies to the education outside the campus; also 

called distance education (Wen et al., 2019). 

 E-learning: The method of learning supported using information technology (Nehme, 

2010). 

Elementary education: The first stage traditionally found in formal education, beginning 

at about age five to seven and ending at about 11 to 13, also referred to as primary education 

(Augustyn et al., 2022). 

Hybrid learning: A type of learning that includes a combination of online and in-person 

instruction. 

In-person learning: Any form of instructional interaction that occurs “in person” and in 

real time between teachers, students, colleagues, and peers (The Glossary of Education Reform, 

2013). 

Intrinsic motivation: Completing an activity for its inherent satisfactions rather than for 

some separable consequence (Ryan & Deci, 2000a). 

Online learning: A type of learning that takes place over the Internet (Powell & Patrick, 

2006, p. 3). 

 Self-determination theory (SDT): A theory that suggests people are motivated to grow 

and change by fulfilling three innate and universal psychological needs, including competence, 

connection, and autonomy (Ryan & Deci, 2000b).   



  17 

 
Self-regulation: Consists of cognitions and behaviors that coincide with achieving 

personal goals (Bradley et al., 2017; Gazzaniga et al., 2010; Zimmerman, 2000).   

Self-regulated learning (SRL): Processes whereby learners activate and sustain 

cognitions, affects, and behaviors systematically oriented toward attaining personal goals. By 

setting goals, learners create self-oriented feedback loops through which they can monitor their 

effectiveness and adapt their functioning (Zimmerman & Schunk, 2011). 

Synchronous learning: A type of learning in which students attend class virtually over the 

Internet from different locations during real-time. 

Limitations and Delimitations 

 There were relevant anticipated limitations and delimitations in the study. The researcher 

acknowledged the potential for these limitations and delimitations with discussions in the 

Chapter three methodology section and later in the descriptive conduct of the research. In 

Chapter five, these limitations and delimitations are refined and confirmed in full detail. 

Assumptions 

  This study identified specific strategies to improve online learning, which is currently in 

a critical developmental stage for early education. The number of online elementary schools is 

increasing with the need for educating children with flexible, accessible, and high-quality home-

based learning alternatives for public school children. Elementary school teachers need ways to 

engage students to participate and learn in the online classroom equal to or greater than in a 

traditional classroom. 

  By examining the effectiveness of providing an intrinsically motivating learning 

experience in online learning and identifying relational academic performance rates, teachers 

gain the knowledge and ability to meet students’ needs to succeed academically. It is imperative 
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to explore this possibility by researching what has worked in online learning with elementary 

students and combining those overlapping elements with SDT-based strategies. Students 

experience intrinsic motivation when they have a supportive learning environment. A supportive 

learning environment encouraging autonomy, competency, and relatedness is reported to impact 

engagement and learning (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Kusurkar et al., 2011; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; 

Ransdell & Rieck, 2020; Salikhova et al., 2020; Yazdi, 2016). With a supportive learning 

environment based on SDT factors, it was assumed elementary students would experience 

intrinsic motivation, connected to academic performance in online learning.   

Organization of the Study 

 The researcher planned to organize the final research study into five chapters. Chapter 

one introduced the analysis with a problem statement, a description of the study’s purpose, and 

four research questions. This chapter also comprised the study’s theoretical framework and 

significance, followed by definitions of terms and limitations, delimitations, and assumptions. 

Chapter two included a literature review based on online learning, self-regulation, intrinsic 

motivation, self-determination theory, and online learning motivational factors considering the 

traditional elementary in-person classroom and online.  

 Chapter three elucidated the study’s methodology, including setting, participants, 

sampling procedures, instruments, and measures. Within this same chapter are in-depth details 

explaining the data collection procedures and data analysis. In addition, a section on ethical 

issues and considerations taken during the study are addressed and fully explained while 

providing evidence for the study’s validity and reliability. Chapter four included the study’s 

results, including quantitative and qualitative data analysis and findings. The study concluded 

with Chapter five with a discussion summary of the research and its implications for practice. 
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Summary 

Research on distance learning in elementary education is minimal, thus highlighting the 

need for best practices in online classrooms. Online learning is growing in development and 

availability as a response to the COVID-19 pandemic, allowing school-aged children to 

experience a distance learning education. In the aftermath of that experience, many schools 

continued the option of online learning while numerous parents committed to online learning 

once they had a choice between it and traditional school. In addition to safety measures with 

social distancing, convenience and flexibility are other reasons parents prefer their children to 

attend school online (Cojocariu et al., 2016).  

 Students need to be motivated to participate and engage in online learning to increase 

academic performance in response to the most recent school failures with weak academic 

performance in online learning. Teachers across the nation personally witnessed students’ lack of 

success in online learning. This study attempted to discover how children successfully achieve 

academically in distance learning education by exploring students’ real-life experiences with 

intrinsic motivation in online learning combined with correlational academic performance rates. 
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

The review of literature focused on online learning in elementary schools in connection 

to successful learning strategies and motivational factors impacting academic performance and 

effective educational practices. Knowing there was a struggle to meet the needs of online 

learners, the researcher examined empirically based best practices for teaching students online in 

elementary school. In the available literature, the research has mostly been limited to studies 

focused on technological platforms and e-learning tools and lacks information on instructional 

strategies for teachers to use.  

 The researcher began by examining peer-reviewed articles based on the history of online 

learning to obtain its origin and better identify the progress in developing online learning 

education for elementary schools. By starting with history, the researcher discovered missing 

evidence for online learning studies related to elementary school. Then, the researcher 

investigated all online learning, continuously finding most informational studies based on higher 

education. With that in mind, the researcher continued to research effective educational results 

for online learners at any age which led to a common motivational factor. Within the research 

reviewed, there was consistent evidence for the need for self-regulated behavioral skills to ensure 

success with online learning. Researchers consistently demonstrate that self-regulation is 

connected to successful learning, which led the researcher to examine self-regulation skills with 

connections to cognitive learning and intrinsic motivation.  

 The theories behind intrinsic motivation attribute self-regulatory behavior to the 

satisfaction of human needs identified in self-determination theory (SDT; Ryan & Deci, 2000a). 

Self-determination theory recognizes the fulfillment of autonomy, competency, and relatedness 

to develop intrinsic motivation for self-regulating behavior. At the same time, the researcher 
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identified themes in these studies. There was a thematic focus on intrinsic motivation, self-

regulation, and SDT in the traditional elementary school classrooms. The research was extremely 

limited to these themes as they related to elementary students in online learning. The available 

evidence suggests that elementary-aged students can develop self-regulatory skills with academic 

success attributed to an intrinsically motivating classroom environment.  

 With evidence of SDT-based learning strategies’ positive impact on adult students 

attending online education and on children in traditional elementary classrooms, the researcher 

combined SDT and intrinsic motivation into the study for examining online learners in 

elementary schools. There was a gap in available research on a study exploring intrinsic 

motivation and elementary online learners in correlation with engagement and academic success.  

Intrinsic motivation correlates with successful learning. In this study, successful learning 

refers to high academic performance related to motivation, also known as academic intrinsic 

motivation. Academic intrinsic motivation is the enjoyment of learning in school characterized 

by a sense for mastery of skills, curiosity, and persistence while learning different challenging 

levels of tasks (Gottfried, 1985, 1990; Gottfried & Gottfried, 1996; Gottfried et al., 1994, 1998). 

This study’s objective was to inform educators on how to provide the best practices for 

intrinsically motivating students academically in online education.  

The following literature review was organized according to the main themes and 

categories the researcher discovered through a thorough examination of peer-reviewed articles 

on online learning and elementary-aged students. The review incorporated evidence-based 

research to serve as the foundation for the research methodology. The review also focused on the 

need for further research to discover what motivates online learners to be successful and reach 

their optimal levels of learning.  



  22 

 
 History of Online Learning Schools in the United States 

 Online learning in the United States began during the early 1990s. According to Barbour 

(2014), the first online private schools opened in 1991 and the first full-time online public 

schools opened in 1994 in California. At the same time online schools began in California, an 

electronic high school in Utah began transitioned to supplemental online courses (Barbour, 

2014). Since its beginnings, online learning has developed as a universal means for students to 

receive education from a distance. Online schools continue to increase across the country as 

technology advances, Internet access expands, and schools increasingly provide students in 

public schools with computer devices and Internet connections for use in their homes.  

The most recent evidence available for the number of schools offering online learning in 

the nation is from the U.S. Department of Education 2017-2018 school year report (Taie & 

Goldring, 2019). From 2017-2018, in elementary and middle schools about 21% of public 

schools and 13% of private schools offered courses entirely online. During the same year, 30% 

of public schools offering entirely online courses were charter schools, while 20% were from 

traditional public schools (Taie & Goldring, 2019). During 2020 at the beginning of the COVID-

19 pandemic, 72.8% of students enrolled in online courses in 5,908 postsecondary schools (Taie 

& Goldring, 2019). In addition, 4% of elementary school students used “digital tools daily for 

online classes during this time while 67% of students used mobile devices to complete the 

required course work” (Taie & Goldring, 2020). The National Center for Educational Statistics 

(NCES, 2020) also reported data for the beginning of the 2020 school year: 67% of students 

switched to online learning and 59% had computers provided by the children’s school or school 

district (NCES, 2020). The percentage of online coursework and schooling options reflect the 

increase of teachers experiencing the role of online instructors with minimal data available 
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concerning instructional effectiveness in the remote classroom. Ferlin’s (2020) research on 

online learning found a need for common practices for teachers to improve online instruction. 

With limited data about effective instruction, teachers lack awareness of best practices for online 

teaching. 

 Most elementary school teachers negatively evaluate remote learning (Ahn & McEachin, 

2017; CREDO, 2015; Fitzpatrick et al., 2020). The data collected from evaluations of online 

instruction and virtual schools for elementary grade students were negative, reporting a lack of 

engagement and a need for better instructional methods integrating technology successfully with 

effective pedagogy and instructional design (Basham et al., 2013; Toyama, 2015). Despite 

several adverse reports on learning and effectiveness, online learning continues to grow in 

popularity as an additional choice for elementary education. The progression of online learning 

continues with a push for personalized and customized education regardless of student location. 

 The driving force behind the popularity of kindergarten through twelfth-grade online 

learning is the option provided to students for additional learning options believed to improve the 

quality of their education. Students who are given the opportunity to choose online learning 

options with flexibility and high-quality, individualized learning will force other forms of 

schooling to improve or close due to the fading public interest (Apple, 2001, 2005; Barbour, 

2014; Fiske & Ladd, 2000). In addition to providing more options for early education, online 

learning trends continue to grow due to additional student advantages such as individualized 

learning and flexibility, which is appealing to busy families (Roy et al., 2021). 

Advantages 

 The start of the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic is not the only reason there is an increase in 

demand for online learning options for early education. There are recognizable advantages to 
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online learning versus learning in a traditional in-person school, including flexibility and 

personalized learning (Cojocariu et al., 2016). Online learning offers students flexibility 

regarding the choice of location to join classes via the Internet from home and personalized 

choices for participating and learning with more flexible ways and hours for attending school. 

Learning online allows students to work simultaneously on several assignments versus more 

limitations for completing tasks in a traditional classroom (Nokelainen, 2006).    

Besides flexibility, e-learning provides a more efficient education with customized 

learning, methodological diversity, interactivity, collaborative learning, motivation, and 

differentiated learning (Cojocariu et al., 2016). Learner benefits to online education include 

access to all learning tools in one setting and allowance for self-paced learning opportunities. 

The advantages of online learning include offering unlimited variations for teaching content and 

multiple ways for students to engage in the learning process (Hoskins & van Hoof, 2005). In this 

regard, Hoskins and van Hoof explained that offering various ways to practice and interact with 

others while improving computer literacy and career development are other potential advantages 

for learning in an online environment. With so many various methods available for online 

instruction, teachers have expansive ways of providing students with an enriching environment 

for students to learn additional skills for their future. 

One of the most significant advantages of online learning is a multifaceted environment 

with unlimited possibilities for engaging in a wide range of technical and social skills. Online 

learning is a robust learning environment with the potential to provide unlimited learning tools 

allowing vast opportunities for instructors to encourage student dialogue and impactful learning 

if the students can be encouraged to participate actively (Hoskins & van Hoof, 2005). Students’ 

active participation relies on motivation, an ongoing thematic trend in research about online 
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education. The additional benefits to online learning include bringing together a diverse 

population of students from different locations in one class with more interactivity and social 

advantages (Gillies, 2008). The possibility for inclusive interactivity amongst diverse 

populations is advantageous for learning by promoting a learner-centered advanced means for 

teaching different students. Increased feelings of acceptance are created in the class by including 

diverse students from different social and cultural backgrounds, promoting social advantages. 

Increased student diversity and interaction are beneficial factors that motivate students to learn. 

Students’ participation and communication can be encouraged through the purposeful use 

of e-learning tools while creating a positive, socially engaging environment in which all students 

are encouraged equally to succeed. Mansur (2021) explained that, “In addition to attracting 

students to learn, their ability to interact with information and communication technology will 

make students more active with their learning with problem-solving” experiences relevant to real 

life (p. 173). With different populations in one classroom combined with active collaborative 

learning, students are encouraged to socialize with others and utilize the types of problem-

solving skills needed in the real world. Distance learning is also popular among elementary 

students due to the additional options for learning that are not as prevalent in traditional in-

person schools; for instance, online education offers faster communication via chats and forums 

and greater accessibility to learning materials (Ferlin, 2020).  

Additionally, class materials and resources are more conveniently available at different 

times in online classes (Safhalter, 2013; Vuksanovic, 2009). In the online classroom, teachers 

can give instructions with more ease and accessibility than in the traditional classroom, which is 

limited to one place and time. Students also receive feedback faster through chat or instant 

feedback in emails or digital management systems such as Google Classroom. While studying 
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from home, students have greater freedom, providing more autonomy in choices provided for 

when and how to study. Students also need more self-discipline and motivation to complete 

classwork independently (Ferlin, 2020; Zenovic & Bagaric, 2014). Greater freedom in studying 

from home allows more autonomy when choosing where and when to study, but this also 

requires student self-discipline and motivation (Ferlin, 2020; Zenovic & Bagaric, 2014). 

Allowing more opportunities for students’ autonomy is a positive factor of online learning, but 

the need for self-discipline has been identified for some learners as a prevalent disadvantage. 

Disadvantages 

While there are advantages to learning online, others have identified troubling 

disadvantages including reduced relationships among peers, loss of direct communication, and 

the inability to immediately collaborate with others (Cojocariu et al., 2016). The reduction of 

social interaction is the most important disadvantage for students (Cojocariu et al., 2016). 

Students are not able to socialize as much online as they do while attending classes in person 

which in turn is leading to feelings of isolation for some (Paulus & Scherff, 2008). Social 

alienation implies the need for more peer collaborative assignments and group work. 

Additionally, there were also reported requests for personalized tech support for students as well 

as an increase in the need for technological education for teachers.  

Most teachers need to be adequately trained to conduct effective instruction online. Many 

teachers know technology but need more experience in the online classroom. Researchers 

identified struggles with online learning, including a lack of equipment and teachers’ knowledge 

and skills for teaching online. Teachers need more advanced technological information and 

communication skills for effective distance education (Lee, 2006). Other challenges with e-

learning are classroom management issues needing adjustments to better establish quality 
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teaching in distance learning. Some of the classroom management issues impacting teachers and 

students include students’ lack of software knowledge, limited self-discipline, difficulty 

managing deeper learning, playing with tablets, disrupting classes, and ignoring teachers’ 

directions (So et al., 2019). These issues impacted the effectiveness of learning and instruction. 

Overpopulated classes, longer lessons with less information, and little social contact between 

peers also cause disruptions in learning (Ferlin, 2020). Larger class sizes allowing less 

interaction with peers revealed more social impediments to distance education. While classroom 

management is a significant concern, there are also indications that not all students are capable of 

the self-discipline needed to learn online, which may be attributed to reports of unsuccessful 

students. In addition, Ferlin identified that not all students are equally successful with self-

discipline, indicating the need for effective common practices for teachers to instruct in the new 

remote environment. Not all students are equally capable of self-discipline, so differentiated 

support is an implied need for more successful learning.  

In opposition to research claiming to learn online has the potential to increase students’ 

engagement, others reported weaknesses in students’ participation, especially with younger 

students in early educational classes (Gillies, 2008; Hoskins & van Hoof, 2005). Engagement is 

one of the greatest concerns for online instruction: many students do not engage in synchronized 

lessons or participate in collaborative assignments. The negative impacts of the online 

environment include lack of body language, inflexible reliance on technology, lecture-dominated 

instruction, and reduced access to onsite school resources (Gillies, 2008).  

While attempting to engage students collaboratively, teachers often use collaborative 

synchronous group work, which can be challenging for students and requires trust among peers. 

Students’ challenges working online include miscommunication, scheduling problems, students’ 
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accountability, and a need to become an active learner capable of contributing to team tasks (Liu 

et al., 2010). Teamwork requires trust and open communication for relationships among peers to 

develop. Extensive literature showed that trust is the underlying key determinant for positive 

peer relationships and team development (Du et al., 2018). It is difficult to build this trust in an 

online setting, more so when the teacher is unfamiliar with technology and the students do not 

already know one another. In a traditional classroom, this happens much more organically in a 

way that does not require much forethought or training. 

Other weaknesses in online schooling include students’ attendance and participation. 

Accountability is needed for successful online schooling, including enforcement of policies for 

work completion, attendance, and participation, as well as parents’ support (Wagner, 2021). 

While additional forms of accountability are needed in distance education, there is also a need 

for more research examining these forms of regulation for participation to see what works 

effectively over time. It is important to examine the long-term impact of distance learning to 

better understand how to address these reported disadvantages (Ferlin, 2020). Additional 

problems with online learning noted within include cognitive overload and longer lessons with 

less informational impact (Ferlin, 2020). Also, not all students are equally capable of the self-

discipline needed to learn online; consequently, there is a need for teachers to encourage fidelity 

to the instruction and structure for online learning (Ferlin, 2020). Common effective practices are 

needed for online instruction; yet, few have been identified for elementary online education.  

 Although there is a lack of studies specifying effective instructional practices for 

engaging elementary students online, there are proven indications for successful learning 

concerning student ability to develop self-control and personal motivation in traditional school 

settings and with adults online. Developing and maintaining self-controllable behaviors and 
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motivation are proven valuable assets for academic success in e-learning. Motivation is also an 

essential factor for the success of online learning environments (Artino, 2008; Keller, 2008). In 

most studies, motivation is a critical trait for successful online learning. 

Online Teaching and Instruction  

When it comes to online teaching with a direct impact on students’ performance 

regardless of students’ age, there are common findings in successful teaching strategies and 

students’ behaviors. Teachers who optimize their work, adjust instruction, maximize their use of 

technological learning tools, use versatile technologies to create individualized learning paths 

while varying teaching methods, increase the speed of learning, and personalize the learning 

process for students can help students to be successful (Shpoloanskaya & Serdekina, 2020). 

Teachers can use e-learning systems, such as Online Web Learning (OWL), an online learning 

management system, to individualize instruction and create learning paths for each student. 

Learning pathways are a series of learning activities that have a start date, adjusted assignments, 

and tasks to guide students’ proficiency—all of which can be individualized to meet the 

academic needs of each learner. A learning pathway is a chosen route taken by learners who are 

guided by a range of e-learning activities, thus building their knowledge progressively 

(Niedderer & Goldberg, 1995). Learning pathways are individualized tasks targeting students’ 

specific needs, which successfully personalize their learning. 

E-learning tools used for online teaching including individualized and personalized 

instruction can increase students’ engagement (Fox, 2018). Other recommendations for 

improving engagement include online tools like learning platforms, collaborative bulletin boards, 

and game-based instructional tools (Hoskins & Van Hoof, 2005). While some of these tools 

proved initially engaging, reports show many students lost interest after little use. E-learning 
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tools can also include digital platforms for assignments and communication, as well as game-

based instruction. 

Some educators offer game-based instruction assuming students are more engaged with 

video game-type methods of learning. Malone and Thomas’ (1981) model theory of intrinsically 

motivating instruction concerning motivation in electronic game-based instruction (Mozelius, 

2015). Malone and Thomas noticed that students were initially motivated to participate in game-

based learning, but this type of instruction lacks specified goals with simple skill levels. Game-

based learning also tends to discount different levels of learning. While Malone and Thomas’ 

model names intrinsically motivating instruction with cognitive advantages, including challenge, 

fantasy, and curiosity, which most video game-based tools encompass, the use of games in 

online instruction was not proving completely successful (Mozelius, 2015). Students seem to 

enjoy game-based learning, but lesson objectives are not always met. While there has been an 

increase in game-based learning in the 21st century, implementation has not often been in 

alignment with learning objectives (Kapp, 2012). Often, teachers use gamification to engage 

online learners without indicating learning outcomes or instructional purpose. Therefore, while 

students participate in electronic games during online classes, they be engaged but were often 

experience misdirection, lacking instructional meaning. In addition, Rivero (2005) found it 

necessary for teachers to adjust instruction by customizing digital content for each student by 

allowing them to work at their own pace. There are indications for teachers who need to balance 

the use of technological instructional tools with effective teaching practices. 

While some studies suggested the use of e-learning tools is necessary to maximize 

learning online, others found evidence showing teachers needed to focus less on the 

technological aspects of the virtual classroom and more on curriculum and instruction. Mansur 
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(2021) pointed out that more emphasis should be placed on learning approaches and instruction 

than technology integration. E-learning tools are essential for online instruction but are often the 

instructor’s primary teaching and planning focus. Some studies found that students are less 

engaged when teachers focus more on technology than content instruction. 

 Online learning requires the use of technological tools, while research also indicated a 

needed focus on purposeful subject matter instruction. Virtual teachers need to focus more on the 

subject matter and instructional methods versus technological focuses (DiPietro et al., 2008). 

Studies like the one conducted by DiPietro et al. promoted teacher reexamination of the 

curriculum they are teaching with less focus on technology and digital tools (Mansur, 2021). 

Many teachers have been too inundated with the demand for increased implementation of 

random technological tools that they were distracted from the subject matter they teach (Lee, 

2016; Ferlin, 2020). This distraction demonstrates ineffective academic instruction with less 

content focus and more focus on e-tools.  

Notably, the most useful and engaging tools with the potential for sustaining interaction 

online included learning paths, videos, and discussion boards, which requires teachers to 

establish purposeful reasons for using these tools as well as clear directions with meaningful 

objectives for class subjects. These online instructional tools add variations for learning beyond 

traditional schooling limited to teacher-directed instruction and can be student-engaging, but at 

the same time, there is a high reliance on the effectiveness of teacher delivery and instruction. 

For effective teaching instruction, there needs to be structure, consistency, and clear 

communication in the class, which all imply the need for fulfilling SDT-based factors for 

motivation while reaching diverse students’ capabilities.  

Depending on teachers’ competencies and awareness of cognitive diversity, online 
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classes offer students many possibilities for reaching higher levels of cognition. Some teachers 

found success in differentiating levels of instruction using technological tools (Crompton et al., 

2019). Teachers must learn to more actively manage students in online learning than in 

traditional classrooms while incorporating variations in strategies. Online teachers must become 

facilitators helping students to build on individual learning trajectories (Sandybayev, 2020).  

While students can work at higher levels of cognition, many class activities do not 

engage students enough, so students work at lower levels than which they are capable. It is 

therefore important to further investigate how to motivate students to higher level learning in e-

learning classrooms. Stearns (2017) linked students’ role as active and engaged learners to 

cognitive development for deeper levels of knowledge retention. Increased pedagogical 

opportunities for students learning online to actively produce their knowledge using higher 

cognitive skills (Crompton et al., 2019). Online learning can help students to reach optimal levels 

of learning when they are engaged and effectively guided by adequate instruction, meeting the 

individualized needs of online learners. Determinants of online learning success need to be 

assessed validly with consistency while adapting to online methods for assessments and data 

collection.  

Indicators for measuring the effectiveness of online programs are similar to assessments 

used in traditional K-12 schools. These available indicators assess academic achievement and 

student satisfaction. After examination of these assessments, Rice (2006) wrote, “The 

effectiveness of distance education has more to do with who is teaching, who is learning, and 

how that learning is accomplished and less to do with the medium” (p. 442). These studies 

showed that younger students require even more support and additional supervision and guidance 

with simpler instruction. There is little research measuring the effectiveness of online learning 
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with primary school children (Huett et al., 2008). Older children who are successful in learning 

online have common characteristics including autonomy, metacognition, self-regulatory skills, 

positive self-efficacy, motivation, and internal locus of control (Huett et al., 2008). These 

characteristics are common in most research assessing students’ academic success in online 

learning.  

Communication is also an important factor for academic success in online classes. 

Cognitive and emotional support for students can improve with increases in communication 

necessary for successful e-learning (Rivero, 2005). Rivero suggested that schools should focus 

on improving communication between parents and teachers. Communication is related to 

connectedness, which was an identified interrelated necessity for student development of 

intrinsic motivation. Effective instructional strategies influence online learners’ academic 

success, but there is a need for verifying the specific ways to encourage learner motivation and 

engagement (Gillies, 2008; Huett et al., 2008; Mansur, 2021; Marks, 2016). From existing 

studies, several thematic factors have emerged, including the impact of teachers’ role on 

students’ academic success and behavior. 

Online Teachers’ Role 

 Instructors are one of the most influential factors for online learning success. Keengwe 

and Kidd (2010) identified four categories to explain online instructors’ role: pedagogical, social, 

managerial, and technical. Successful online instruction is attributed to placing much greater 

emphasis on pedagogy as the needed focus versus technology. Pedagogical strategies can be 

categorized as community, technology, engagement, meaningful content, and supporting and 

assessing students. Instructor roles and pedagogical strategies need to be adapted for online 

learning with teacher adjustments to curriculum and instruction.  



  34 

 
Teachers must shift their instruction with technological changes and online learning. As 

technology shifts, it also requires teachers to change their instruction. With changes to the 

learning environment shifting from a traditional classroom to a virtual platform, teachers must 

inevitably modify how they teach. Teachers need to develop skills for facilitating effective peer 

interactions and instructional design (Easton, 2003). Shifts to online instruction require student-

centered focus with collaborative tasks and active learning (Sandholdz et al., 1997). Curriculum 

knowledge is critical for teachers shifting instructional methods. Teachers changing their role to 

online instructors need to adapt the curriculum to the new learning environment, which requires 

full knowledge of the curriculum. Lee (2006) described teacher instructional shifts, “Just as in 

any instruction in traditional classrooms, content came first, and then technology entered the 

picture, rearranging the elements considerably” (p. 101). Teachers must implement effective 

instruction by teaching online classrooms while simultaneously using necessary e-tools for 

lesson delivery.  

This new adaptation for instruction requires teacher competence in instruction as well as 

technology, more so than in-person classrooms. The quality of online teaching is mostly 

determined by instructors’ decisions, knowledge in technology and curriculum, and 

communication skills (Marks, 2016). Quality online education needs to provide students with 

technological instruction in basic computer skills and online learning communication tools. In 

online elementary schools, teachers need to help children develop computer literacy skills and 

there needs to be close communication between students and teachers (Burdina et al., 2019). 

Even students who are familiar with online learning have a psychological need to rely on 

teachers’ direction (Burdina et al., 2019). Students need consistent and clear communication with 

their teacher necessary to maintain student engagement. Teachers’ communication has a direct 
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effect on students’ performance and was the most important predeterminant for increasing 

students’ interest and self-confidence in learning online (Burdina et al., 2019). While there is 

evidence that students’ self-confidence is impacted by teachers’ communication, teachers 

continued to struggle with not being able to have full control over students’ interaction during 

online classes (Burdina et al., 2019). These research results imply that incorporating social 

activities during asynchronous class time is critical for increasing motivation and success. 

 Incorporating and maintaining successful instruction online requires teachers to use valid 

measures for collecting data to determine student progress. Ongoing assessments and 

communication about student academic progress proved valuable for increasing student 

academics and engagement. Lee (2006) validated the need for continued progress monitoring 

with feedback and assessments administered regularly to follow the progress and provide 

learning motivation to students when needed. In addition, Lee observed that students’ 

engagement in self-paced learning activities led to motivation due to their feelings of success, 

increasing independent learning abilities. The more valuable feedback and progress monitoring 

students received, the more students were able to gauge their learning and develop independent 

learning skills needed for online learning. Some online learning provides more time for students 

to learn on their own and independent learners are more capable of engaging in self-initiated 

learning tasks. Students who are not capable of independent learning often do not utilize the 

independent time during the school day necessary to fulfill all the requirements in online classes.  

Independent learning is a necessary practice for all online schooling and requires a level 

of student self-directedness. Teachers must be aware of the need for student self-directed skills 

and plan for teaching practices that encourage these skills that are more necessary than in a 

traditional classroom (Keengwe & Kidd, 2010). Students’ self-directedness is more necessary 
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than in the traditional classroom due to more asynchronous work required online. Therefore, 

teachers need to plan more for independent work in balance with synchronous collaborative 

activities as well. A keen balance is needed because students need different ways to engage in 

synchronous work cohesively, along with making teacher and peer connections. These 

connections are encouraged through online synchronous and asynchronous interactions. The 

development of community, peer interactions, and teacher connections as key factors for 

successful learning (Wagner, 2021). Impactful online educators must, therefore, not limit 

instruction to independent learning but also need to provide structured lessons that encourage 

open communication. 

Communication is a key factor for developing motivation to learn and requires different 

ways for student interaction during distance education. Communication must be encouraged 

during face-to-face lessons along with the independent practice, such as independently 

responding to a peer’s discussion post. While using telecommunication tools to support student 

collaboration, teachers need skills to increase peer interaction and communication (DiPietro et 

al., 2008). Communication tools to encourage collaboration include learning management 

systems such as Google Classroom, videoconferencing, and social media applications (Mansur, 

2021). One highly recommended platform, according to Jaber et al. (2018), is Interlace 

(Interactive Learning and Collaborative Environment). Interlace provides teachers with the 

ability to modify discussion groups to support real-time classroom interactions online (Jaber et 

al., 2018). Mansur (2021) also encouraged teachers to familiarize themselves with 

communication tools, including print media, videos, e-mail, computer conferencing, and 

multimedia. Communication tools support students’ interaction, which is a key factor for 

teachers’ success. 
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 Communication is at the heart of providing a safe learning environment for online 

students wanting to participate and collaborate with others. Students need to feel welcomed, 

valued, and accepted to be willing to communicate in the online classroom. Students’ 

communication among peers is vital for successful learning and alleviates isolation (Marks, 

2016; Moore, 2014). Strategies for encouraging successful peer communication include 

collaborative assignments with peer feedback, virtual meetings, instructional guides with 

examples, structured classes with predictable routines, clear directions, and teacher-directed 

videos. Virtual synchronous meetings on platforms such as Zoom “Creates relatedness, a 

principle from SDT, encouraging intellectual closeness” (Ransdell & Rieck, 2020, p. 88). In 

addition to using Zoom, teachers should include a visual of their face on video during meetings 

to increase social presence while also allowing students to use the chat feature, video camera, 

and microphone and using the Zoom polling feature, breakout rooms, and student-led lessons 

(Ransdell & Rieck, 2020). All these strategies require more teacher-explicit directions for 

assignments and tasks with clarity and structured lessons necessary for motivating the learner 

needing a balance of independent work and collaboration. 

Motivating students to learn in different ways needs to be planned and prepared for 

differently than in traditional classroom settings. Students believe that the relevance and value of 

class activities is just as important as their interest and enjoyment of the task (Hartnett et al., 

2011). Situational factors that influence students include meaningful choices and ongoing open 

communication. Hartnett et al. believed there is a need for further research to be conducted on 

students’ motivation to learn in online learning environments. Most of the available research 

revealed that online learners need motivation and teachers play one of the most valuable roles in 

encouraging, fostering, and growing students’ motivation. 
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 There are specific personal teacher attributes consistent with successful student learning 

online, including lesson preparation, creative teaching, treating students fairly with respect, and 

having high expectations (Marks, 2016). Online instructors must skillfully consider their 

curriculum and instructional decisions while adapting both to meet the needs of small and large 

groups as well as individuals. Teachers must set clear expectations for student and instructor 

behavior with the use of a quality delivery system (Marks, 2016). Curricular and instructional 

design adapted for the needs of the online learner are essential for teacher effectiveness with 

more focus on content than technology. At the same time, online instructors need to provide a 

comfortable and nurturing virtual classroom by skillfully balancing students’ need for 

motivation, a sense of community, and self-regulation. Teachers must also aim to provide 

independent learning tasks as well as collaborative learning opportunities with meaningful 

purpose-driven curriculum and instruction. 

Class Curriculum and Instruction 

 There is importance for fulfilling appropriate curriculum and instructional needs for the 

online learner in a meaningful and effective way. Jaarsom et al. (2015) identified the need for 

teachers to emphasize how to instruct over what to teach. Teachers need to be keenly 

knowledgeable about the curriculum by adjusting it to fulfill the unique needs of online learners 

and maintaining a pedagogical focus versus a technological one. Technology must be integrated 

with effective pedagogy and instructional design (Basham et al., 2013; Toyama, 2015). 

Integrating technology into instruction requires the use of certain media and modes with 

effectiveness dependent on teacher competence. Successful online assignments need to reflect 

students’ competence aligned with technology in lessons (Mansur, 2021). Some students are not 

as knowledgeable or lack experience with technology and many need assistance or 
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individualized instruction to comprehend a distance learning task. By meeting students at their 

level of competency with technological learning tools, students become more engaged in the 

learning process because they are better equipped to fulfill the requirements. 

 There needs to be a greater focus on the content being taught and technology must be 

strategically used to support purposeful learning objectives. While computer literacy is 

important, it is not the most important part of learning online. Assignments need clarity and a 

purpose that is easily identified and understood by students. Instruction needs to be adjusted to 

meet the needs of all student levels while maintaining high expectations for all. Activities should 

not be too challenging or too easy for students (Orsini et al., 2015). Teachers need to provide 

opportunities for relevant learning with meaningful curricular topics. Interesting topics promote 

purposeful meaning for a diverse range of students and reach them at an emotional level. 

 For meaningful instruction, teachers also need to vary assessment strategies to increase 

personalization and student ownership of their learning. Using assignments with self-initiated 

projects, such science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM) curriculum with project-based 

learning (PBL), is effective instruction (Fulton et al., 2020). STEM curriculum is known for 

encouraging engagement, creativity, and critical thinking. Fulton et al. reemphasized this point, 

explaining it is imperative that students engage in STEM tasks in online learning classrooms just 

as students do in traditional classrooms to maintain educational equity and preparation for future 

careers. PBL is an instructional method for teaching students to take control of their learning by 

creating a project independently and collaboratively. Both STEM and PBL are encouraged for 

effective personalized learning in remote classroom settings. 

Effective Instructional Strategies 

Studies of effective online instruction have revealed that the strategies and techniques 
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applicable to adult learners may also influence children’s capacity to learn. Most scholars have 

examined effective teaching and learning in online classes in higher education and among adult 

learners. Within behavioral studies, researchers have found that the capability for success online 

is correlated with cognitive and behavioral factors associated with academic success. Student-

centered learning provided through various instructional techniques based on cognitive learning 

research appeals to students’ interests and learning ranges through relevant and meaningful 

instruction. Instructional techniques and strategies that support students’ success in online 

learning include instructor support, emotional connections, student choice, assignment relevance, 

and personalized instruction (Lee et al., 2015). Methods of instruction influencing students on a 

personal level led to engagement and motivation because students are actively involved in the 

learning process and feel the assignments are relevant and meaningful to their life.  

Personalized Instruction 

Personalized instruction is a key factor for students to feel excited to engage in class 

discussions and schoolwork. Students are more motivated to invest in completing the work when 

they feel personally connected to content and assignments (Patall et al., 2010). One way to 

personalize instruction for students is by assigning self-assessments along with classwork. Self-

evaluation is an engaging way for students to feel motivated while better understanding their 

own learning needs. Students who participate in their own evaluations and assessments while 

reflecting on the next steps and goals—in other words, assignment reflection instead of 

assignment completion—gives students with autonomy over their learning (Boudreau, 2019). 

Self-reflective assignments create meaning that leads to motivational development. 

 Teachers’ adaptation to students’ learning needs is essential for providing autonomous 

instruction and allowing personalized self-reflection. Learner-centered effective practices include 
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creating positive relationships and a welcoming learning climate (McCombs, 2015). McCombs 

further explained, “The role of climate in supporting student development and adapting to class 

learning needs has confirmed that caring teachers are compassionate, interested in, actively listen 

to, and get to know the gifts and talents of individual students” (2015, p. 61). A supportive 

climate includes supportive teachers who show interest in students personally and academically. 

Students respond in a positive way when teachers validate their academic abilities and nurture 

their intellectual competence, and, at the same time, want their class peers to succeed 

(McCombs, 2015). Students require teachers’ recognition of their academic progress, which in 

turn encourages self-motivation. A supportive class environment, including a teacher who 

responds positively with encouragement for all students’ attempts to learn, is a key component 

for reaching students on a personal level. The teacher is in control of leading the students in 

academic progress with personalized recognition for their efforts. 

 Acting as lead facilitator of the learning process, teachers must navigate the class while 

allowing students choice and control in their own learning goals. McCombs (2015) indicated that 

“self-motivated learning occurs only when learners possess choice and control about how, what, 

and when to learn while encouraging personal challenge and responsibility” (p. 61). An 

encouraging self-motivating environment often includes responsive teaching, method placing the 

students at the heart of the learning objective (Jaber et al., 2018). Responsive teachers constantly 

adjust instruction around the direction the students take in their learning. Responsive teaching 

encourages active learning and engagement needed for self-motivation.     

 With appropriately chosen curriculum and instructional methods, the relationships 

between students, teachers, and peers can positively influence students despite studies claiming 

online learning is less social than the traditional classroom. The social alienation reported in 
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online learning perhaps makes building relationships and providing opportunities for peer 

communication more important to consider in distance learning. Personal attributes contribute to 

positive social interactions as an online learner connected to behavior.   

Students’ Behavior and Motivational Influences 

  Many scholars have commonly identified specific attributes of an academically 

successful online student. These attributes include self-regulatory skills and independent learning 

capabilities, which are all impacted by the teacher and instruction. Keengwe and Kidd (2010) 

recalled that most online instruction encompassed students working independently and engaging 

in learning materials as an individual practice. Students must be prepared for independent work 

needing instructional management and support. To participate in synchronous class activities on 

Zoom and online learning platforms like Google Classroom, students also need adequate 

awareness and the ability to use technology. Students need to be able to comprehend and use the 

technology needed to participate in online learning classes. Beliefs in capability and knowledge 

in using technological tools are believed to be related to online learners’ academic performance 

(Moos & Azevedo, 2009). Because most online classwork requires independent thinking and 

learning behavior, students must be capable of independent work.  

 Since students must engage actively in their learning and complete independent work, the 

earlier concerns mentioned in the disadvantages imply the need to research the development of 

self-directiveness, which is explained in different learning theories. Students need to actively 

participate in learning (Mansur, 2021). Maintaining active class engagement in course lessons 

and assignments enables student success with internal motivational factors (Lee & Choi, 2011; 

Lee et al., 2015). While active engagement can result in motivation and success, some 

researchers question students’ readiness and capabilities for technology and self-regulation 
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depending on a their developmental stages (Wagner, 2021). Some research has addressed some 

developmental factors and self-regulation related to different ages. However, few researchers 

have examined the interrelations amongst multiple cognitive and motivational constructs 

concerning self-regulation. By considering the necessary skills for successful students requiring 

self-regulatory skills, teachers need to look to motivational theories to encourage independent 

learning. There is a need for more specific ways to promote the development and mastery of self-

regulation skills essential for elementary students to learn online successfully. These gaps 

revealed a need for exploring how students experience motivational behavior related to self-

regulation and how these skills are most effectively supported in the online classroom. Exploring 

the relationship between cognition and motivation reveals factors for effective learning. 

Cognitive Learning and Theories of Motivation 

 Scholars exploring online learning and its effectiveness on academic performance 

indicate a relationship between intrinsic motivation and academic success. SDT relevancy 

relating factors can be attributed to promoting intrinsic motivation in students. Online learning 

requires social, emotional, and cognitive support and the development of logical intelligence 

requires a need for a specific focus on the process of learning. Hayward (2004) explained, 

“Intelligence must develop in a transactional relationship with motivation and cognitive 

processing leading to effective perceiving, thinking, learning, and problem-solving” (p. 6). 

Teachers need to emphasize independent learning tasks with relevant assignments to increase 

cognitive learning skills in children. To develop ability intelligence, cognitive processes, and 

motivation, teachers must apply formal reasoning processes for students to use for completing 

assignments and coursework (Hayward, 2004). Cognitive development must be considered for 

students to experience motivational learning. 
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Teaching with the awareness of cognitive learning theory relies on including student 

logical thinking processing to help children successfully develop cognitive strategies to learn 

different content in varied environments. These ideas are relevant to online learning, requiring 

more adaptive skills for learning in a less familiar virtual environment. There are universal traits 

among students who are more academically successful online. Student personal attributes include 

highly self-regulated behavior and independent learning skills (Kauffman, 2004; Wang, 2011). 

While e-learning encourages self-regulated learning, only some students display the skills 

necessary to engage in independent learning because they still need to develop this ability.  

 Online learning needs to be explored to further assist in learning theory by informing 

instructors with better instructional practices. Effective learning in early education is impacted 

by brain-researched-based instruction created by learning theory. Neurological systems are 

responsible for motivational behavior and most goal-oriented behavior (Berridge, 2004; Berridge 

& Kringelbach, 2015). Goal-directed behavior is critical for developing independent working 

skills needed for completing most distance classroom assignments. Knowing that e-learning 

supports self-regulation by encouraging children to work independently and take control of their 

own learning, online educators must understand and support the development of self-regulation 

(Boticki et al., 2015). Self-regulation behavior is mostly impacted by intrinsic motivation.  

Self-Regulation    

 Self-regulation refers to behaviors explained by the cognitions and behaviors that 

coincide with achieving personal goals (Bradley et al., 2017; Gazzaniga et al., 2010; 

Zimmerman, 2000). Most studies attribute self-regulation skills to be highly influential for an 

online learner’s achievements. As a case in point, Sun et al. (2019) conducted work on a small 

class of online students where they determined that “intrinsic motivation,” synonymous with 
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self-regulation in their study, was the “main determinant of ones’ self-organized behavior” 

(Morgan & Hunt, 1994). If online learning can continue fostering self-regulating behavior, 

students should be more successful in the long run. E-learning supports students’ self-regulated 

learning and enables students to take control of their learning (Boticki et al., 2015). Online 

learners can experience variations of engagement through technology while learning different 

ways to complete work and participate socially and independently. 

 The need for independent practice skills in online learning increases with age groups, as 

does the ability to self-regulate. According to Wigfield et al. (2011), the development of self-

regulatory skills and influential factors occur throughout the school years and changes over time. 

While there is a positive relationship between motivation and effective instructional strategies, it 

is limited to older children, middle school, and higher levels. Performance goals are more 

evident in older children, especially after middle school (Anderman & Anderman, 1999), and 

older students are more motivated to learn for grade evaluations than to gain skills and 

knowledge. Students may be more likely to engage in self-regulatory strategies when they know 

task completions are grade-based and less willing to engage when a grade is not attached 

(Wigfield et al., 2011). The possible hindrance of grade motivation implies the need for more 

self-engaging assessment options. If older students are less able to be intrinsically motivated, this 

information implies even greater importance for teaching younger students intrinsically 

motivating instruction. 

Students can experience practical and meaningful self-regulation skills if they learn 

through multimedia variations. While students displayed success with self-regulated learning, 

some still struggled with independent learning due to difficulty with attention, retaining 

information, self-awareness, and motivation (Zimmerman & Moylan, 2009). Independent 
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learning is encouraged with self-check assessments combined with immediate feedback while 

indicating practical uses of instructional scaffolding. Lee (2006) identified various positive 

methods for encouraging students’ ability for independent learning. These methods included 

cooperative learning groups, integrating multiple subjects, and keeping student progress logs. 

Student logs gather qualitative data on student self-perception and attitudes contributing to 

progress (Lee, 2006). The best motivational methods impacting learning are a combination of 

independent progress monitoring and cooperative learning. 

More studies identifying correlations between motivation and online learning indicate 

additional methods for independent learning. Lehtinen and Virii (2017) identified six types of 

guidance necessary for motivating students during e-learning: process constraints, performance 

dashboards, prompts, heuristics, scaffolding, and direct informational presentations. Learning 

scaffolds adjusted by teachers serve student needs and provide more opportunities to develop 

self-regulation. Students need to develop self-regulated learning skills over time, with scaffolds 

progressively removed as students take charge of their learning and become active independent 

learners (So et al., 2019). Motivating instructional strategies all help fulfill the needs indicated by 

SDT to encourage students’ development of self-regulation. 

 The development of self-regulatory behavior is explained through SDT, a theory many 

studies have built their work exploring for effective online learning. SDT is a behavior theory 

that identifies human needs that, once met, lead to the development of intrinsic motivation. 

Intrinsic motivation is essential for students’ success in learning online, requiring specific 

teaching and learning strategies to enable students to learn proficiently in a virtual setting. Since 

motivation is necessary for learning because it further validates the need for a theoretical 

framework based on SDT and the exploration of students’ motivational needs to fulfill studies 
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lacking in elementary online learning. SDT-based instructional strategies successfully promote 

academic achievement in traditional elementary classrooms. Therefore, these studies imply that 

the same strategies have the potential for student achievement learning online. 

 Engagement is an identifiable researched factor connected to developing intrinsic 

motivation. Motivation is a behavior based on students feeling motivated to interact as active 

participants in online discussions and lessons as well as maintaining the completion of 

independent learning tasks. Motivation is the driving force behind students’ success online, more 

specifically intrinsic motivation since online learning is mostly done independently.  

Intrinsic Motivation 

 Intrinsic motivation is vital in effective learning, especially in distance learning. Defining 

intrinsic motivation as it relates to online learning is also essential. Luria et al. (2021) defined 

intrinsic motivation concerning distance learning; “Intrinsic motivation is when behavior is 

performed volitionally as a result of fundamentally personal interest and importance” (p. 6). 

Many studies exist examining the influence of intrinsic motivation on the motivation to learn. 

McCombs (2015) found that “Theories of intrinsic motivation confirm that nurturing 

competence, autonomy, and relatedness reduces alienation and enhances motivation and 

engagement in any age population” (p. 62). Instructors have more success teaching by using 

instruction that meets students’ individual and social needs.  

Teachers play a vital role in promoting intrinsic motivation by supporting students’ need 

for autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Bolkan & Goodboy, 2015; Reeve & Jang, 2006). 

McCombs (2015) explained that students tend to seek peer collaboration, and teachers who 

provide opportunities for students to connect easily are perceived as most effective. Making 

social connections motivates students to learn while seeking support and guidance from peers 
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and teachers. Students need to feel in control of their learning and capable of reaching optimal 

levels of learning with varied assignments with teacher-supported high expectations. McCombs’ 

findings reveal that online learners are internally motivated and appreciate the freedom to learn 

with differentiated educational resources provided, enabling choice in topics related to student 

interest and future goals. 

 While several theories explain intrinsic motivation, some experts in the field of cognitive 

education believe external rewards solely drive behavior. Some of these external rewards include 

money, status, or food. Motivation may indirectly foster academic achievement by promoting the 

use of cognitive strategies (Metallidou & deVlachou, 2007; Pintrich & de Groot, 1990; Wigfield 

et al., 2011; Wolters & Pintrich, 1998). Although there are differences in opinions and theories, 

most identify intrinsic motivation as a form of cognitive development and identify cognitive 

learning theory and behavioral studies explaining the development of motivation. 

 Human behavioral studies elucidate motivational factors specific to the online learner, 

with most studies exemplifying adult learners and some of them involving younger ones, but all 

show links with intrinsic motivation and student academic performance. Universal factors of 

intrinsic motivation proving to impact learning achievement include enhancing learner 

participation, academic persistence, and learning skills (Kwon et al., 2001). Each of these 

learning skills requires self-regulatory behavior. 

Self-regulation skills are correlated with the development of intrinsic motivation as a key 

determinant for its development. The motivational factors that influence students’ learning are 

based on intrinsic motivation. Intrinsic motivation has more influence on self-directed behaviors 

than extrinsic motivation. Students who are highly driven by intrinsic motivation are successful 

in participating and sharing their knowledge with others in online classes (Hau & Kim, 2011; 
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Lou et al., 2013; Sun et al., 2019). Success in participation and engagement online if they are 

strongly intrinsically motivated individuals. Yet, here are different reasons and ways for 

motivational development mostly attributed to SDT. 

Intrinsic motivation in education is most explained by SDT, a theory based on cognitive 

learning and brain-based learning. Several scholars examining motivation in online learning have 

used SDT as a theoretical basis (Chen et al., 2010; Giesbers et al., 2013; Hartnett et al., 2011; 

Rienties et al., 2012). Understanding the significant impact of SDT and the relationship between 

intrinsic motivation and positive learning requires comprehension of the theoretical foundation. 

SDT’s impact on learning must first be understood with the psychological needs of elementary 

students according to cognitive behavior and the definition of intrinsic motivation. 

Theoretical Framework: Self-Determination Theory 

Literature suggests that studies in educational psychology play an important role in 

understanding how learning works to better comprehend and create the necessary instruction for 

providing optimal learning in the online classroom. Based on psychology and neuroscience, there 

are indications for focusing on students’ cognitive processing during learning, with instructional 

techniques supporting this processing (Mayer, 2017). Instructional methods affect learning, with 

implications for improving classroom practices and design (Mayer, 2017). Mayer explained that 

there is a need for determining impactful correlations between brain activity and motivational 

levels related to metacognitive strategies. To increase students’ motivation, it is vital to 

understand students’ cognition related to learning.  

Understanding intrinsic motivation related to early education finds an explanation in the 

developmental foundation of theories. There are influential primary factors for motivating 

learning correlated to metacognitive or brain-based learning strategies. The studies revealed the 
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need for a theoretical framework for study intertwining intrinsic motivation and SDT based on 

cognitive learning. According to SDT, there is a correlation between children’s cognitive 

processing and psychological needs. Brain processing and psychological needs represent a 

reciprocal relationship impacting one another, according to learning theories and brain research-

based instruction. Students have their own unique learning structures that need to be identified to 

meet their true needs. Students’ learning needs are identified by motivational theories.  

Learning theories are categorized by behaviorism, cognitivism, and constructivism. To 

better understand the human motivation for learning, there has been a shift from what was once a 

behaviorism focus to cognitivism, resulting from the need to explain how individuals process 

information. Originating from the failure of behaviorism, cognitivism began to explain how and 

why people make sense of and process information (Yilmaz, 2011). The cognitive approach 

informs the way children learn by making meaningful connections with their prior knowledge 

and personal interests. Effective instruction is based on students’ existing mental structures or 

schema (Ertmer & Newby, 1993). Getting to know students at an academic and personal level 

are ways to account for students’ existing knowledge and perceptions. 

Different motivational theories all identify human needs required for the development of 

intrinsic motivation. Cook and Artino (2016) compared different motivational theories and 

identified concept-related beliefs within these theories, such as competence, value, attributions, 

and cognition. All these beliefs indicate the need for Deci and Ryan’s (1985) development of 

SDT, which provides explanations for how to encourage intrinsic motivation. Theories examined 

by Cook and Artino that are related to motivation include goal orientation theory, social-

cognitive theory, cognitive evaluation theory, and SDT. Cognitive evaluation theory is a sub-

theory of SDT, while each of these theories states that human cognition influences perceptions 
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and motivational controls needing reciprocal interactions. There is an additional need for further 

studies on motivational manipulations in the educational setting because research is limited in 

volume and rigor (Cook & Artino, 2010). With human cognition as a key influential factor for 

the development of SDT, it is important to further examine its’ influence and relationship to 

motivation and indications of student influence, such as personal beliefs for success. 

Acknowledging that cognitive influences do impact motivation, as demonstrated by SDT, 

motivational theories recognize cognitive learning theory as the root of SDT. 

Cognitive Learning Theory 

Cognitive learning theory is a basis for theories of intrinsic motivation. Intrinsic 

motivation is a behavior often formed from the need for psychological needs to be met. Intrinsic 

motivation was inspired by theories of effectance (White, 1959), personal causation (De Charms, 

1968), competence, and self-determination (Deci & Ryan, 1985). Cognitive learning theory led 

further theorists to the development of SDT, explaining how intrinsic motivation developed.  

Many theories explain intrinsic motivation as behaviors driven by nothing more than the 

act of doing a particular action. People’s personal needs and drives are recognized as the most 

common motivational forces for people to do something, like finish a homework assignment. 

Needs and drives are defined as innate factors humans experience to survive. The intrinsically 

motivated student would do the assignment merely for the fulfillment of completing the 

assignment for a sense of well-being and without external influence.  

While many theories explain intrinsic motivation, the most common theory explaining 

the motivation to learn online is SDT. Notably, SDT is the most recognized theory of intrinsic 

motivation based on human needs and the drive to live. According to some experts, all behavior 

is driven by external factors. External factors in the early elementary online classroom include 
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rewards such as earning class points, electronic badges, and certificates. Studies indicate that 

intrinsic motivation is more critical for online learning success than externally driven rewards 

(McCombs, 2015; Widjaja & Chen, 2017; Wijsman et al., 2019). With intrinsically motivated 

behaviors, the activity is the reward. While psychological studies indicate people have biological 

needs to grow and live healthily, they also have psychological needs to be fulfilled to grow 

mentally and be active participants in their learning. The psychological need for autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness positively affects intrinsic motivation (Boudreau, 2019; Deci & 

Ryan, 2017; Evans & Boucher, 2015; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Salikhova et al., 2020; Sun et al., 

2019). Knowing that the psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness 

positively affect intrinsic motivation makes these critical components considerable.  

In the online classroom, learning requires intrinsic motivation to become an 

independently self-regulated student capable of successfully learning in the online environment. 

Salikhova et al. (2020) found conflicting research results on the influence of SDT factors on 

online learning, while some studies show satisfaction of basic needs strengthened by self-

regulatory motivation associated with higher learning outcomes. Because online learning 

requires self-regulation, which is central to SDT, the role of internal motivation has led to an 

exploration of intrinsic motivation for effective teaching and instruction. Regardless of 

educational contexts, intrinsic motivation contributes to engagement and optimal learning 

(Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Salikhova et al., 2020). Online classes are a very different context for 

most young learners and benefits from intrinsically motivational learning techniques. 

Self-Determination Theory 

SDT is based on cognitive behavior theory, which explains that there are three basic 

psychological needs for students to be satisfied to achieve intrinsic motivation and internalize 
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feelings of autonomy, self-regulation, and value. These psychological needs inherent to intrinsic 

motivation are the need for autonomy, competency, and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 2017; 

Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Orsini et al., 2015; Salikhova et al., 2020; Sun et al., 2019). The 

fulfillment of these needs encourages the development of self-regulation. Self-regulated factors 

of motivation influence deep learning, academic performance, and well-being which implies that 

teachers should attempt to fulfill these needs for optimal levels of instruction. The internalization 

of student motivation towards intrinsic rewards is associated with better educational interest, 

commitment, effort, and learning satisfaction with school (Deci & Ryan, 2017). SDT supports 

students’ learning at their maximized ability through interest and curiosity. Deci and Ryan 

explained the importance of self-determined behavior attributing to academic habits creating 

feelings of autonomy and self-value that attributed to more learner responsibility.  

Studies in SDT present important indications for encouraging student academic success 

by supporting intrinsic motivating factors of behavior. Students positively respond in a 

classroom using various teaching methods, such as experiments, group work, student choice, and 

knowledge of clear class expectations (Orsini et al., 2015). Students are also more motivated to 

learn when feeling connected to teachers and other students. Teachers’ personal qualities are 

more successful motivating factors influencing students than teaching methods and practices 

(Orsini et al., 2015). These results support the value of SDT factors for successful learning with 

students’ need for relevance, relatedness, and autonomy.  

Autonomy is supported through teacher behavior exemplified in the classroom. Deci et 

al. (1981) assessed public elementary teachers’ support for students’ autonomy (Niemiec & 

Ryan, 2009). Students with autonomy-supportive teachers reported increased intrinsic 

motivation, perceived competence, and self-esteem. Ryan and Grolnick (1986) examined 
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students’ perceptions of teachers’ autonomy support. Autonomy-supportive teachers help 

students to experience intrinsic motivation. Regarding conceptional understanding, these studies 

demonstrated increased student learning when teachers instruct and interact with the class with 

autonomous support, satisfying the needs for autonomy and competence (Niemiec & Ryan, 

2009). As SDT implies, autonomy and competence are both needs leading to motivation that can 

be positively encouraged through a supportive class culture with a motivating teacher. 

When SDT factors of motivational needs are met, they are indicators of self-determined 

motivation with students who are learning online. Mentoring supports student success with 

learning online by satisfying students’ basic psychological needs (Baranik et al., 2017). Self-

determination, competence, and interpersonal relatedness are indicators for success in school 

(Deci & Ryan, 1985). Online school success relies on teacher instruction, including the creation 

of an SDT-supportive classroom that fulfills student needs for motivation. All teachers should 

create learning environments based on SDT (Orsini et al., 2015). Proven ways to meet SDT 

student needs in online learning include gaining student interest, peer interaction, choice, as well 

as positive and constructive feedback (Kursurkar et al., 2011; Orsini et al., 2015; Salikhova et al., 

2020). These instructional methods encourage the fulfillment of competence, while relatedness 

to be more difficult to achieve in the online classroom. Teachers can adjust their environment by 

encouraging students to seek their motivation by offering learning that supports autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness (Boudreau, 2019; Ransdell & Rieck, 2020). Teachers should 

consider how to fulfill motivational needs by allowing students to feel a sense of ownership and 

like they are in control of their success with schoolwork. 

Whether instruction is in-person learning or online, intrinsic motivation is primary to 

humans’ inherent tendencies to learn and to develop as an example of autonomous functioning 
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(Flavell, 1999). If the basic needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness are supported in 

the online classroom, students will have the best opportunity to learn at their optimal level. 

While these factors indicate the potential for successful instruction, it remains questionable how 

teachers are to include SDT factors of motivation while teaching online. Knowing that scholars 

have had success looking at the use of SDT teaching adults online, it is a natural next step to 

apply it to the elementary online classroom. 

Autonomy 

Autonomy is a basic human need identified for students’ self-determined behavior. It is a 

human experience related to motivation and learning. Students experience autonomous 

motivation when participating in a task because of value, sense of self, and satisfaction (Guay et 

al., 2017). According to SDT, autonomy allows the learner to remain intrinsically motivated 

when they are empowered to make choices that result in learner competency and self-determined 

behavior (Kusurkar et al., 2011; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Randell & Rieck, 2020). Self-directed 

activities requiring students to make decisions for their learning provide autonomy impacting 

student motivation. With self-direction activities, reflection is a learning practice that encourages 

students’ confidence and motivation. Salikhova et al. (2020) confirmed that two fundamental 

principles for teaching online are connectedness and autonomy. Autonomy is encouraged by 

allowing students to participate in instructional choices actively and assessing their learning. 

Encouraging connectedness is accomplished with strategies for communication. 

Students need to be taught with choice, relevancy, and purpose, three critical components 

for encouraging intrinsic motivation. Teachers must provide learning opportunities that support 

student choice with topics, assignments, and individual self-evaluation. Students require options 

for relevant, meaningful, competence-enhancing choices for motivation in learning (Evans & 
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Boucher, 2015; Kelleher & Whitman, 2018; Wijsman et al., 2019). Choice leads to student 

engagement while building relevance in their learning. As Deci and Ryan (2000a) explained, 

students tend to become motivated to learn and engage in activities when they feel they have 

control over the choice to participate. Students want to feel they have a valued opinion and are 

allowed to make choices. Other forms of effective engagement include students’ self-evaluation. 

Self-evaluation further develops relevance in learning while engaging students in contemplating 

what they achieved and need to improve on according to their self-reflection.  

Self-evaluation encourages independence, an essential trait seen as beneficial for the 

online learner. Boudreau (2019) described the need for “student reflection in assignments versus 

completion by allowing the student autonomy over their learning and self-direction gained from 

their evaluations instead of teacher directions” (pp. 4-5). Boudreau further suggested that 

teachers assign students’ reflection on completed work as this method has proven to keep 

students engaged in the learning process. Students have some autonomy over their learning and 

are directed by their evaluations (Boudreau, 2019). By allowing student choice with assessment 

variations, teachers can meet a broader range of students’ needs (Evans & Boucher, 2015). 

Assessment options involve students in self-evaluation, meeting the needs of all learning types to 

become actively involved in their learning.   

In a three-year study with secondary student participants, Wijsman et al. (2019) examined 

the effect and impact of a learning environment on student motivation. They defined autonomy-

supportive instruction as engaging students’ interests and values through assignment choices, 

fostering relevance, and showing respect (Wijsman et al., 2019). Students who received 

autonomy support were more engaged and motivated in school (Reeve, 2006; Stroet et al., 2013; 

Wijsman et al., 2019). The researchers’ consensus was that students are capable of higher-level 
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learning when teachers’ expectations are high in combination with providing personal support 

and choice (Wijsman et al., 2019). A supportive and engaging online classroom offering 

assignment choices contributes to positive outcomes for students’ motivation. 

Competence  

Competence is the second factor in SDT, proving that by reinforcing student ability with 

competence and enhancing learning opportunities, teachers nurture student motivation. While 

encouraging student goal setting with positivity, using words of encouragement such as “will” 

instead of “should” in reference to completing an assignment successfully, teachers demonstrate 

an assumption of competency, reinforcing success. Informing students with positive feedback 

builds confidence and provides them with expectations that they will succeed. SDT theory 

proposes that informational feedback strengthens an individual’s competence, which 

subsequently increases their quality of performance (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Froiland & Oros, 2014; 

Liu, 2020). Constructive, positive feedback allows students to feel positive about their work and 

builds competence in their abilities and beliefs, leading to competency. 

Competency is often measured according to scores on tests and final projects, so if a 

teacher provides constructive feedback during classes and units and not just at the end of an 

assignment, students are provided the means and options to accomplish the goal and be 

successful. If given clear directions, students are provided ways to complete a task, knowing 

what is expected of them before the due date. In addition to feedback and maintaining a 

structured class with well-known, understood expectations, students can learn to self-regulate 

and navigate a class successfully.  

Structure encourages competence while enhancing motivation and self-regulation. 

Structure in the classroom refers to rules, directions, and expectations in a classroom provided by 
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the instructor for students to maintain. Skinner and Belmont (1993) relayed the importance of 

how “Structure allows students to self-regulate their behavior, remain engaged in a task, and 

better know how to succeed and avoid failure” (p. 225). By providing structure to lessons and 

assignments, students are more willing to gain confidence and success by achieving the goals 

established clearly by the instructor from the beginning of any class. Students need guidance and 

structure with assignments to encourage confidence and success, which encourages competence 

(Guay et al., 2017; Mansur, 2021; Skinner & Belmont, 1993; Utama, 2019).  

Structure also leads students to gain confidence in their abilities while encouraging 

independent learning skills. The class structure encourages students to self-regulate and 

accomplish their goals (Sierens et al., 2009; Guay et al., 2017). A well-structured class is 

organized with consistent instructor communication, creating the ideal environment for reaching 

students’ capacity to learn. This environment needs a balance of independent learning activities 

while having access to teacher support for gaining competence in their learning (Garrison et al., 

2000; Garrison & Baynton, 1987). While teachers offer an optimal level of challenging work 

with differentiated instructional strategies, students’ competence and autonomous motivation 

toward learning are fostered (Deci, 2009; Guay et al., 2017). By meeting all the instructional 

levels in a class with differentiated instruction as well as student choice in assignments, students 

become competent in their learning. 

Relatedness 

Relatedness is the third fundamental principle of SDT, and its fulfillment is correlated 

with teacher influence. Lopez-Garrido (2021) defined relatedness as the ability to feel both 

attachment and a sense of belonging amongst others. Feeling close to others and belonging to a 

group provides students with relatedness. Connell and Wellborn (1991) described relatedness as 
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students’ need for a secure connection in the learning environment with support to encourage 

self-worth and respect. Teachers are critical components for creating respectful environments 

that are accepting of diverse student populations and nourishing relatedness. The more connected 

and respected a person feels within a group, the more trusting they are with others (Ryan et al., 

2005). Students’ experience with relatedness is encouraged through interacting and connecting 

with others, especially peers in class and with their teachers.  

Relatedness is encouraged by identifying students positively for their individuality while 

also providing an accepting environment for all students to feel trust and belonging in a diverse 

classroom population. Students’ satisfaction with relatedness can be expected to mediate 

between relatedness support and student motivation (Capon-Sieber et al., 2022). There is a 

connection between feeling motivated and feeling relatedness. Peer interactions contribute to 

students feeling relatedness by encouraging motivation to interact with others. Social 

opportunities are essential for increasing levels of relatedness amongst peers. The use of 

emoticons and chat in online platforms encourage relatedness amongst peers, but social 

interaction via live video and synchronous lesson instruction are higher ways to engage learners 

in actively experiencing relatedness. Relatedness is also impacted by collaborative learning and 

working together if students feel safe and accepted. 

Online learning studies indicate real-time lessons are associated with motivation online 

(Fabriz et al., 2021; Krammer et al., 2020), as well as experiences with relatedness (Chiu, 2021). 

Capon-Sieber et al. (2022) indicated that interactive real-time lessons with video chat enhances 

students’ positive experiences, motivation, and satisfaction with relatedness while learning 

online. Other instructional methods that encourage relatedness in the online classroom include 

the use of peer collaboration in breakout rooms, online class polls, chat features, emoji 
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expressions, and discussion boards or posts in the electronic classroom for all classmates to 

utilize, comment, and participate with each other.  

Students learning online have needs for relatedness that can be fulfilled through 

teamwork, and collaborative assignments, in a trusting environment created and supported by the 

teacher as a learning and social facilitator. Successful learners need to feel acceptance, trust, and 

a sense of belonging to experience relatedness. Relatedness is an essential need for students to 

feel to be intrinsically motivated to learn.  

Intrinsically Motivating Metacognitive Learning Strategies 

 Intrinsically motivating metacognitive learning strategies encourage cognitive 

development and SDT factors of relatedness as well as the need for autonomy and competence. 

Reiser et al. (2016) validated a successful impact by using metacognitive teaching strategies to 

lead to intrinsic motivation. Metacognitive instructional practices are proven ways of provoking 

active learning that motivates students. Caine and Caine (1990) explained that “Brain-based 

learning principles are based on the findings indicating that the brain learns from experiences 

with active processing and taking charge of their own learning” (p. 69). Active processing is 

stimulated with cognitive learning-based teaching methods. Yilmaz (2011) provided methods for 

active processing, such as reciprocal teaching, instructional anchors, and problem-based learning. 

Metacognitive strategies are brain-based learning methods that have been identified as effective 

instructional tools for online learning. These strategies are identified in response to research 

showing the need for increasing student independent learning.  

While some studies exist, there are few examples of instructional strategies that are 

working to motivate elementary-aged students to learn in the online classroom. From the 

available literature showing success with online learning that are mostly related to adults, 
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effective instructional strategies are demonstrated with influential factors based on SDT, 

cognitively meeting the needs of the students, and nurturing intrinsic motivation, which is 

correlated to academic success. Intrinsic motivation facilitates positive academic performance 

while having a direct relation to student achievement (Areepattamannil, 2012; Lepper et al., 

2005; Sawyer et al., 2017; Trevino & DeFreitas, 2014). Motivational strategies are important 

factors to identify as indicators for effective instruction since SDT theory claims that intrinsic 

motivation is necessary for successful learning, which leads to self-regulation.  

Self-regulation is encouraged with brain-based learning principles. Brain-based learning 

principles incorporate a stable and familiar learning environment, meaningful, relevant class 

assignments, with a supportive and acceptable emotional climate (Caine & Caine, 1990). It is 

important for students to experience active processing and taking charge of their learning as 

claimed in brain-based learning (Caine & Caine, 1990). Active processing occurs during 

participation in questioning and reflective learning activities. The brain learns while students 

internalize these positive learning experiences.  

Additional learning activities promoting brain development and learning are those in 

which students experience high interest. The more interested students are in a topic, the more 

positive connections were reported with the use of metacognitive strategies (McWhaw & 

Abrami, 2001). Teachers can support autonomous student motivation with one-on-one support, 

ongoing feedback, and caring interactions. Some researchers also suggest taking a humanistic 

approach to increase learning motivation. Humanistic approaches have similar indications for the 

need for a positive learning environment, students’ self-motivation, teachers’ facilitation, and 

self-evaluation (PourAli et al., 2017). Student-supportive learning environments are critical for 

students’ achievement in online classrooms. The main indicators for making a high-quality, 
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impactful classroom are students’ use of metacognitive strategies and intrinsic motivation 

(Reiser et al., 2016). These factors include a supportive teaching environment guided by high-

quality teachers who allow students to use metacognitive strategies independently and 

collaboratively. Effective learning environments intrinsically motivate students to learn while 

encouraging their skills to work alone and with others.   

 While most suggestions for intrinsically motivational instructional strategies are based on 

research with adults, some studies reveal a similar positive impact on elementary students in a 

traditional classroom that is relevant to the online classroom. Teachers need to focus on 

educational psychology in early education to understand how instructional methods impact 

learning (Meyer, 2017). This psychological focus emphasizes learning by subject areas instead of 

in general, with teachers’ consideration for authentic instructional techniques that encourage 

cognitive processing throughout the learning process (Meyer, 2017). Educational psychology has 

“a vital role to play in linking advances in our understanding of how learning works with 

advances in our understanding of how instructional methods affect learning” (Meyer, 2017, p. 

840). Increased knowledge and advances in science are determining that there is a need for 

further examining the motivational effects of metacognitive strategies. There is a need to 

determine the link between patterns of brain activity and specific levels of motivation and 

metacognitive strategies (Meyer, 2017). Metacognitive strategies are proven to increase 

motivation and, therefore, should be used in all learning environments, especially online, where 

intrinsic motivation proves necessary for academic success. 

 The relationships between motivation and cognitive processing suggests that educators 

need to embrace brain-based learning methods for effective instruction. Sun et al. (2019) 

indicated that “students are more engaged in learning while experiencing positive interactions 
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between their emotions and cognition” (p. 3158). Positive psychological engagement occurs 

when one’s attitude toward class is based on trust and a supportive learning environment with 

positive social interactions, meaning-making, and relationship-building.      

 Relationship building in online learning is often built on trust, which leads to 

commitment and competence in learning. Trusting relationships prove valuable for student 

engagement (Sun et al., 2019). Students’ feelings of trust and commitment towards their learning 

are necessary for being successful in online environments. Students who are “conscious of and 

show commitment to an online relationship have higher intention to share their expertise and 

knowledge on an online learning platform” (Sun et al., 2019, p. 3160). Commitment and 

relationship building are developed on a foundation based on motivational needs in SDT.    

 An instructional foundation built on SDT includes students’ freedom of choice for 

assignments and collaborating with peers while building confidence and enhancing one’s 

competence and motivation, leading to the fulfillment of the highest capacity to learn. Sun et al. 

(2019) explained the need for students’ engagement and motivation based on SDT factors of 

motivation. The factor competence is gained when students have freedom of choice, with trust 

and positive peer relationships enhancing confidence and intrinsically motivating them with 

enthusiasm to engage in online learning. Students need to learn with choice while feeling 

supported and accepted in their individual decision making leading to competence and 

connectedness. Psychological engagement has a significant impact on increasing engagement by 

allowing students different levels of challenging activities to optimally motivate students to learn 

(Sun et al., 2019). SDT-based learning as useful for increasing motivation to learn at students’ 

optimal levels (Sun et al., 2019). It is important to identify motivational factors with proven 

success in studies online as well as in the traditional classroom because they are valuable 
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implications for impactful instruction online as well. Some of the ways to encourage intrinsic 

motivation based on SDT strategies include feedback, personal learning assessments, and peer 

collaboration, all encouraging relevancy, autonomy, and self-efficacy. 

Feedback 

Feedback and positive reinforcement encourage student motivation and self-regulatory 

behavior, such as engaging and participating in synchronous lessons and discussions and turning 

in independent assignments. To enhance intrinsic learner motivation, there is a strong need for 

teacher feedback (Conradty & Bogner, 2022; Gillies, 2009; Wijsman et al., 2019). Feedback can 

be given in different forms online, such as positive verbal recognitions, online chat dialogue, 

typed-in discussion posts, and email. For this reason, So et al. (2019) suggested using emoticons 

as positive feedback. Providing opportunities for peer feedback is just as impactful to the listener 

as well as the speaker. Activities must ensure that “listeners have as much vested interest in 

engaging as the speakers” (Gillies, 2008, p. 115). This form of reciprocal learning engages both 

the listeners and the speakers while holding each other accountable and enhancing cognition. 

The timing of teachers’ responses to students as well as the quality of the feedback, is 

both valuable assets for motivation to learn online. Successful learning motivation is 

accomplished by providing students with instant quality feedback (Burdina et al., 2019; Deci & 

Ryan, 1985; Deci et al., 1999; Froiland & Oros, 2014; Hattie & Timperley, 2007; Lui et al., 

2020; Siddiqui et al., 2020; So et al., 2019). Also important is the type of feedback students 

receive. Effective feedback needs to be positive and constructive, so students clearly understand 

what is required of their learning while increasing their capacity to self-regulate (Kusurkar et al., 

2011). Instant feedback encourages motivation and self-regulation while strengthening students’ 

competence. SDT explains that informational feedback strengthens students’ competence while 
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positively impacting academic progress (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Froiland & Oros, 2014; Gillies, 

2008; Liu et al., 2020). Competence is encouraged in different ways through all forms of 

feedback received by teachers and peers. Considering competence leads to engagement, authors 

suggest providing collaborative activities to encourage student interactions. 

Student Engagement and Collaboration 

 With studies proving that collaboration influences competence and leads to engagement, 

successful ways to encourage collaboration in the online setting need to be identified for best 

practices. Cela et al. (2016) studied the influence of learning styles on social structures in the 

online learning environment while revealing peer collaboration as essential for comprehending 

course content while allowing students to ask clarifying questions. The more students interact 

together and ask questions, the more successful students’ learning outcomes. Meaningful 

interactions include group assignments, discussion forums, and chat comments during 

asynchronous class time. The researchers gathered additional evidence indicating that the more 

students participated collaboratively, the more students were engaged, which ultimately resulted 

in higher academic outcomes (Cela et al., 2016).  

Each of these components is predicated on the learning environment with a welcoming, 

safe, and collaborative culture that contributes to students’ willingness to participate and 

collaborate. Students are more willing to participate with their peers when the learning 

environment is felt to be safe, positive, and nurturing. Du et al. (2018) reviewed extensive 

literature showing trust as the most influential component for provoking student relationships 

and teamwork in the e-learning classroom. The most successful activities allowed student choice 

and encouraged independence while allowing open communication with the instructor and peers. 

With this type of positive culture created in the e-classroom, students experience positive 
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feelings correlated with motivation. Positive feelings include joy, hope, and pride, which all have 

important effects on student achievement in educational settings (Palmer, 2017). A positive 

student-centered learning environment is the ideal classroom for students to reach their highest 

learning potential.  

The Student-Centered Supportive Learning Environment 

 Creating a successful, intrinsically motivating learning environment requires student 

behavioral contributions as independent learners and collaborators, in addition to teachers 

needing to be capable of consistently providing a positive learning environment. The classroom 

culture and environment must meet the plethora of student needs and opportunities to grow and 

completely develop their capabilities. Thomas and Mueller (2017) shared the importance of a 

teacher’s instructional capabilities and a positive classroom environment: “Empirical research 

suggests that educational outcomes depend not only on the individual student’s characteristics 

but also on the learning environment’s characteristics, for instance, the teacher’s instructional 

practices and their classmates’ perceptions” (p. 792)/  

Teachers are a critical determinant for setting the tone for motivational learning in the 

online classroom. Thomas and Mueller’s (2017) suggest that even more supportive teaching is 

needed for students who are highly susceptible to environmental influences impacting intrinsic 

motivation for learning than in the traditional classroom in unfamiliar situations, such as in an 

online learning classroom. Students need teachers with more motivating teaching methods for 

deep processing of new subjects in a new learning environment.  

Knowing that studies on self-regulation stem from being intrinsically motivated, there is 

a need to discover best-proven practices for use in the online classroom. Liu et al. (2018) 

suggested for high levels of intrinsic motivation with classwork; teachers must integrate student 
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interest with personal value. Boudreau (2019) described “ways that teachers can adjust their 

environment by using four levers in class culture to help students find their motivation: 

autonomy, belonging, competence, and meaning” (p. 3). Teachers should “enthusiastically 

introduce new materials and design tasks that are of optimal or moderate difficulty; utilize 

incongruity, novelty, surprise, and complexity; relate to students’ interests; and are meaningful to 

students” (Gottfried, 2001, p. 11). Students are intrinsically motivated through meaning-making 

and teachers validate their identity while allowing freedom of expression and choice as well as 

making personal connections and meaningful experiences relevant to each learner.   

Relevancy 

Research-based methods for a successful motivational education imply the need for 

relevancy, one of the factors for motivation in SDT. To provide relevant lessons, the intended 

learning purpose needs to be explicitly explained to students while encouraging interest and 

motivation to be involved in their learning and strive to achieve the established lesson or course 

objectives. Palmer (2017) explained student perception related to motivation: 

Positive emotions such as enjoyment, pleasure, fun, or pride can be experienced when 

students perceive control (perceptions of success) and value in their classroom activities. 

Teachers must help students to perceive value in the content they are learning and 

provide students with enough support, so they experience success. (p.105) 

The more success students experience with positive affirmation and understanding the meaning 

behind a lesson, the more motivated they are to learn. 

 Suggestions for ways to create a student choice-led environment are by using 

collaborative work and self-assessments. These methods enable students to have an idea of 

where they are in relation to others with their learning and understanding. In addition to these 
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suggestions, the use of co-created rubrics and discussion boards allows students to identify their 

learning gaps (Charteris et al., 2016). Choice-led collaborative classes encourage student control 

over their own learning and increase autonomy. Teaching can be adjusted for success for all, 

even in the online environment, by instructing through a lens of seeing students not just as 

individuals but as an entire collaborative team. Charteris et al. explained that learning can be 

adjusted by teaching with support for the entire class’s sociocultural backgrounds with meaning-

making assignments relevant to all learners, which increases their autonomy. Autonomy is a key 

factor for motivating students intrinsically and therefore autonomous methods of teaching and 

instruction must be utilized in online classrooms.   

Autonomous Teaching and Instruction 

Autonomous learning promotes the development of students’ motivation. According to 

SDT, an individual’s sense of autonomy is “a feeling of full volition and valued choice regarding 

one’s activities and goals” (Deci & Ryan, 1985, p. 88). Students need learning opportunities to 

engage in self-directed learning with the interaction of a variety of skills and interests connected 

to personal interests and goals. Deci et al. (1996) further described that feelings of autonomy as 

allowing students to see value in learning tasks leading to engagement (Evans & Boucher, 2015). 

Autonomous learning evokes the motivation students need to attempt and complete assignments 

no matter the difficulty. 

 Students who are feeling autonomous in learning environments are known to allow 

choice and relevant driven motivational instruction. Deci and Ryan (1985) defined these 

motivating choices as “those that fulfill the students’ need for autonomy, competence, and 

relatedness” (p. 88). Many teachers lack the instructional knowledge to motivate students with 

intrinsically supportive autonomous decision-making with relevance and meaning. In the online 
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learning environment, allowing choice in learning methods and assignments is highly feasible, 

with more options for student choice. These options are seen as endless with the resources 

available for online instruction and the increased ability to connect meaningfully with others 

across the Internet. Such tools may be well suited in a digital learning environment where the 

provision of choice is easier in many ways, specifically regarding personalization (Evans & 

Boucher, 2015). Personalized learning is possible with all the available resources and 

communication options online and nurtures student growth and self-efficacy. 

Self-Efficacy 

Several studies have revealed there is a positive relationship between self-efficacy and 

motivation in learning online (PourAli et al., 2017; Siddiqui et al., 2020; You et al., 2015). 

Bandura (1977) defined self-efficacy concerning learning as the belief in one’s own ability to 

successfully complete tasks or behaviors, which influences one’s decision, performance, and 

continued behaviors. Students need to know that they can learn with confidence-building and 

nurturing motivational methods. You et al. also noted that self-efficacy as something that is task-

specific and influences one’s learning capacity. Each learner has their own level of self-efficacy 

as well as different learning skills. Therefore, each task can influence their belief in themselves if 

the teacher instills confidence in them that they can accomplish anything.  

 Besides being task-specific, other self-efficacy studies indicate a correlation between 

intrinsic motivation and academic achievement. Schunk (2003) conducted a meta-review 

reporting a consistency in studies finding self-efficacy scores are higher with students who score 

higher on motivation measures (PourAli et al., 2017). Knowing motivation impacts self-efficacy, 

further studies were conducted to examine what influences students’ perceptions and beliefs in 

themselves as successful learners.  
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 Self-efficacy is highly influenced by students’ perception of their teacher. The more 

positively motivated by teachers’ behavior students feel, the higher their self-efficacy. According 

to You et al. (2015), students’ self-efficacy correlated with increased motivation and better 

academics attributed to teachers’ behavior. Teachers’ behaviors influence students’ self-belief 

and motivation. Teachers influence students’ emotional states and persistence, which are both 

powerful ways of encouraging intrinsic motivation. You et al. concluded that “students’ 

perceptions of teacher-student relationships increased over time and positively influenced 

students’ motivation” (2015, p. 225). Students’ positive self-perception is encouraged by 

teachers’ response, depending on teachers’ ability to provide an encouraging environment. 

Students’ participation in class also increases with teacher support encouraging their 

individuality, validating all students’ opinions and contributions to discussions and assignments. 

 Self-efficacy improves in schools where there was a supportive environment with 

encouragement from teachers. You et al. (2015) explained: 

Self-efficacy can increase when students feel the teachers’ respect and fairness. Students 

with higher self-efficacy had higher intrinsic motivation. The need for a supportive 

classroom climate and quality of teacher-student interpersonal relationships are 

associated with many student outcomes, including self-efficacy, positive affect, 

achievement values, enjoyment-interest in school, and engagement. (p. 236) 

By providing a teacher-supportive environment with positive and respectful interactions with 

students, student motivation and learning abilities are increased. These same positive outcomes 

can be obtained with the same support offered in online schools. Relationship building is part of 

the factors leading to a positive climate and it is encouraged through peer collaboration led by 

teachers.  



  71 

 
 As previously mentioned, collaboration encourages personal connections and increases 

students’ self-efficacy. Bandura (1986) explained that student collaboration promotes 

interpersonal skills and personal connections, encouraging student self-efficacy. More 

efficacious students are more likely to be successful in online group work (Du et al., 2018). Peer 

relationships have a positive impact on each other by working on assignments together while 

increasing self-efficacy. Du et al. explained, “the more willing students are to handle challenging 

tasks, the higher their self-efficacy rises, and vice versa” (2018, p. 771). Level-based abilities are 

challenged in group work and require students to problem-solve together. Working with peers 

successfully also has a positive impact on student self-efficacy. Students who trust the 

relationships within their group members and perceive group leaders as responsible have higher 

levels of online groupwork self-efficacy (Du et al., 2018). Groupwork is related to self-efficacy 

and encourages trust, relationships, and feelings of support. 

 While motivation is influenced by students’ interests, goals, and beliefs, “self-efficacy 

alone cannot predict performance and should be accompanied by other motivational factors for 

robust results” (Siddiqui et al., 2020, p. 19). Other motivational factors, such as competency and 

relatedness, help motivate and regulate student learning. According to SDT, with proper supports 

and factors in place, studies indicate intrinsic motivation impacts academic achievement in 

online adults and children in traditional schools, so therefore implies the same possibility with 

elementary-aged students learning online. 

Instructional Implications for Effective Online Instruction 

 While there is some existing research describing the instructional practices that are 

valuable for the success of online learning, there is a lack of research investigating elementary-

level learners. Similarly, there is further evidence revealing that instruction needs to be adapted 



  72 

 
to help develop intrinsic motivation for self-regulation skills. The development of self-regulation 

when it comes to schoolwork is complex. These skills require the fulfillment of needs identified 

in SDT to be met continuously and vary with relevancy for each student depending on their 

personal level of cognitive development. While scholars have examined the development of self-

regulation, there is a lack of research examining these stages in the elementary-aged student 

learning online. 

 In response to past online learning-based studies and current increases in schools 

providing distance learning, educational researchers validate the need for the continuation of 

studying online learning with more studies examining students’ learning experiences with the 

intent to educate elementary students more effectively. Ferlin (2020) indicated that questions 

remain for examining the long-term impact of distance learning with elementary-level students. 

Research measuring the effectiveness of online learning is lacking in elementary-aged students 

(Huett et al., 2008; Wagner, 2021). The existing research identifies severe weaknesses with 

needs for reexamination of curriculum and instruction. For elementary grade students, recent 

evaluations of online learning paint a negative perspective of online instruction (Wagner, 2021). 

There is a need for more studies because the existing research on the impact of motivation in the 

online educational setting is limited in volume and rigor (Cook & Artino, 2016). To fill this 

need, a more intensified study of students’ real experience with motivation and learning online 

needs to be conducted. 

There are positive possibilities for utilizing SDT-based factors in the online classroom for 

successful learning, as proven with adults online and younger students in traditional classrooms. 

While the positive impact of SDT is revealed in available research, the existing literature also 

indicates the need for more research to identify specifically how students of elementary age are 
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intrinsically motivated online. Therefore, there is a significant need for a phenomenological 

study with online learning and elementary students to find children’s actual interpretations of 

these motivational factors having positive impacts on student achievement as identified by SDT.  

Summary 

The literature review was an examination of available research for online learning 

providing a theoretical framework based on previous studies examining intrinsic motivation and 

online learning. With research found during the literature review, former studies provided 

information for what has been studied, what needs to be studied, and missing gaps in online 

education. The missing gaps created a need for the proposed methodology in this study. 

Knowing the need to discover what is effectively impacting online learning with elementary 

students, the researcher was well-informed about the creation of a study as well as the ways to 

form a research design based on theories proving successful motivational strategies that work in 

the traditional classroom. 

 Few studies exist based on qualitative methods of research, so the phenomenological 

mixed methods approach was best for fulfilling the goals of this study. The most effective 

methodology, a phenomenological approach, was created to fill in the missing research needed 

for identifying motivational factors and effective teaching in online elementary classes. 

Commonly found themes throughout the research guided the researcher in developing the best 

methodology for studying student experiences with intrinsic motivation learning online. The 

most prevalent themes identified in the literature review are self-regulation, SDT, teacher 

influence, and students’ need for self-regulation. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

Research Design and Rationale: A Phenomenological Mixed Methods Approach 

The phenomenological mixed methods design was the most appropriate choice for this 

research topic examining online learners experiencing intrinsic motivation in elementary school 

and relationships with academic performance. Phenomenological research approaches intend to 

“understand common experiences in order to develop practices or policies or to develop a deeper 

understanding about the features of a phenomenon” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 79). The 

sequential and convergent research design combined elements from other designs and included 

additional data collection and analysis phases. This design was purposefully created, combining 

quantitative and qualitative approaches over time resembling separate research studies (DeCuir-

Gunby & Schutz, 2017).  

Fulmer and Frijters (2009) identified studies examining measurements for students’ 

motivation that indicated the need for a multidimensional approach. People experience intrinsic 

motivation in multiple ways requiring various measures for a good exploration of the experience. 

Fulmer and Frijters explained that although self-reported scales, like the survey questionnaires in 

this study, have standards and definitions of reliability and validity, academic motivation 

requires multiple measures allowing variations for students’ descriptions. The present study 

included measurement variations in addition to validated self-reports, including interviews, an 

artifact task, and emoji response options. Harter and Pike (1994) also defined self-reports on 

motivation as valid and reliable measures but needed additional forms for measuring motivation, 

such as art response choices. In addition, Fulmer and Frijters explained that self-reported 

measurements of achievement motivation such as academic achievement have progressed from 

single to multiple dimensions of motivation. The researcher created adapted self-report survey 
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questionnaires measuring multiple dimensions of intrinsic motivation. Considering past studies, 

the researcher incorporated additional measures of intrinsic motivation, including emoji 

responses during interviews, an art response task, open-ended questions, and interviews, 

explained more thoroughly in this chapter. 

Data collection was a phenomenological mixed methods approach exploring the 

relationship between elementary students and intrinsic motivation learning online. Using a 

qualitative, descriptive approach, a researcher described individuals’ subjective experiences and 

perceptions of a commonly shared phenomenon, such as motivation (Shedivy, 2004; Yeung, 

2004). The phenomenological study was child-specific and attempted to uncover detailed, rich 

data from each child’s experience with motivation. Intrinsic motivation is a phenomenon that 

theorists believe is essential for learning and developing self-regulation while motivating 

students to learn online successfully.  

The educational environment and teachers’ instructional practices influence students’ 

academic motivation. Ryan and Stiller (1991) explained the importance for educators to consider 

the phenomenon of intrinsic motivation; intrinsic motivation indicates “a natural wellspring of 

learning and achievement that can be systematically catalyzed or undermined by parent and 

teacher practices” (p. 55). Educators are influential in teaching and supporting learners’ 

motivation to succeed in school. It is important to identify instructional examples for educators 

to provide the most impactful education for their students. Marton (1986) explained that 

phenomenological studies are based on the tradition of empirical research and are “designed to 

answer questions about thinking and learning, especially for educational research” (p. 146). For 

examining the shared experience of intrinsic motivation during online learning, a 

phenomenological study approach was most appropriate for this educational study.  
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Within the phenomenological mixed methods-based framework, the researcher conducted 

interviews and collected questionnaire surveys from students based on factors in self-

determination theory (SDT). The survey questionnaire questions were related to SDT, and 

individual participants’ needs for autonomy, relatedness, and competence, contributing to the 

development of intrinsic motivation. The results gathered from two initial survey questionaries 

determined the identification of a sample population experiencing intrinsic motivation. After 

identifying these students, the next step was interviewing them individually. Once interviews 

were complete, the same students’ math and language arts assessments were collected and 

analyzed with the interview results. These data collection methods and analysis procedure details 

are in the forthcoming sections of this chapter. 

By examining the academic performance of intrinsically motivated students to learn 

online, research analysis compiled detailed measurements of SDT needs with comparative 

academic performance rates. Intrinsic motivation is the basis for student capabilities of self-

regulatory behavior, which is often associated with academic success in the traditional in-person 

classroom. By examining these needs and behaviors in the online classroom, the researcher 

explored if these needs and behaviors are just as positively correlated in the online learning 

environment.     

As shown in Figure 2, the data collection for this study required sequential order to create 

the necessary phases for the valid identification of a focus group for interviews. The first data 

collection phase began with qualitative and quantitative data within the survey questionnaires. 

After survey analysis, additional convergent phases of data collection followed with interviews 

incorporating qualitative and quantitative instruments. 
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Figure 2 

Mixed Methods Multi-Phase Triangulation Research Design 

 

 

To identify students who are experiencing intrinsic motivation, survey questionnaires 

were used with quantitative and qualitative open-ended questions. The survey questionnaire was 

an example of a research design tool helpful for this multi-phase intramethod study, with Likert 

items that represents quantitative data combined with open-ended qualitative questions (Johnson 

& Turner, 2003). The first of the two survey questionnaires was an adaptation of Ryan and 

Deci’s (1985) Intrinsic Motivation Inventory (IMI), the Online Learning Intrinsic Motivation 

Inventory (OLIMI). The OLMI was administered looking for indications of intrinsic motivation 

related to online learning. The OLIMI was assessed according to the scoring scale for the IMI. 

The second questionnaire was the Basic Psychological Need Satisfaction Scale (BPNS), 

measuring the satisfaction of the psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness 

defined by SDT (Deci & Ryan, 2000c; Gagne, 2003). Once these collections were finalized with 

complete analysis, the results identified the participants in the focus group for the next steps in 
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the data collection design. Following integrating and interpreting the survey questionnaires, 

participants were selected for a focus group to participate in interviews based on their 

experiences with intrinsic motivation.  

Qualitative observational data collected during the interviews and the interview results 

with the focus group students were integrated with quantitative academic data collections from 

district math and English language arts assessments for a final comparison analysis. Data 

collections displaying students intrinsically motivated during online learning according to the 

survey questionnaire results combined with English language arts and math student assessment 

scores were analyzed and integrated into a final interpretation of the study. During each research 

step, security procedures were followed with data protection, privacy, and security. 

Research Data Security 

Preceding data collection, the researcher obtained ethical consent initially from the IRB 

committee. The researcher submitted the necessary data collection information and security 

details to the IRB committee. These details included all security measures before, during, and 

after conducting the research to ensure privacy and confidentiality for participants. To ensure 

data collection privacy, data storage security measures were followed during all stages of the 

research. The researcher followed best practices for managing data analysis with appropriate use 

and storage of all research data. Best practices included securely storing all forms of data in any 

media, including paper-collected artifacts and all field notes during all stages, before, during, and 

after analysis. The researcher used a personal password protected MacOS laptop with encrypted 

software called File Vault, securing all data by encrypting its contents automatically. Fire Vault 

was enabled for storing all electronic media, including surveys, questionnaires, Zoom recordings, 

Google docs, Word documents, SurveyMonkey data, Microsoft Excel spreadsheets, MAXQDA 
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software for coding, typed field notes and analysis, as well as photos of student artifacts. 

Research team members had access to the data collections and followed the same security 

protocols for data access and storage. Each research team member had computer protection, 

including firewalls, virus protection, and transport-layer security standard encryption on their 

devices to ensure privacy and safety protection for participant data. 

The research study members included the researcher and the dissertation-approved 

supervisor committee member. Any data transfer from one research member to another was done 

with encryption via the University’s server, requiring an additional form of identification for use 

with another authentication password and code. The researcher also secured physical data 

materials, such as field notes or collected artifacts, in locked storage in the researcher’s home. 

Access to electronic data were managed via system access controls on the research 

team’s devices. When not in use, all physical data, including laptops, field notes, or any paper 

versions of data collections, were stored in a securely locked cabinet in the researcher’s home, 

where it was used and stored during all stages of research. In addition to laptop password 

protection, the researcher’s team used active lockout functions for screen savers on their 

computers. Screen savers were configured to “lock out” after 20 minutes of inactivity to reduce 

the risk of unauthorized individuals gaining access to data if a research team member leaves their 

desk or forgets to log off their computer (Princeton University, 2022). 

Before the commencement of data collection, all research team members had conducted 

verification of human subjects training via Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (CITI) 

courses for “IRB Social and Behavioral Research Investigators” for the IRB to access 

verification (CITI Program, 2022). See Appendix A for the researcher’s verification for CITI 

training for social and behavioral research. During the administration of survey questionnaires 
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and interviews, the researcher used CITI training conducted with competent and secure research 

measures. Interactions with students online were conducted securely, protecting all participants’ 

personal information, and conducting interviews without interviewer bias, as addressed further in 

the proceeding sections on validity, reliability, and data collection.  

All participants’ names were kept confidential by the research team. During interview 

transcription and data analysis, participants’ names were replaced with a code established before 

data collection, following initial participant consent. Consent papers were placed in protected 

storage via codes used for participant names in a de-identified data file secured and only 

accessible to the researcher. Once coding was established, the researcher destroyed the coding 

identification after securely transferring all data to a place only the researcher accessed. 

Data storage policies for the following programs ensured that all data were secure and 

kept private. Electronic data collection was stored using Google docs, Microsoft Word, and 

Excel. All use of Google resources, including Google documents, folders, and slides, were secure 

in a world-class data center with built-in security blocking system storing user activity with what 

Google (2022) ensured is “strong industry standards and practices.” Google further described 

that its security measures included encrypted data in transit and at rest while storing files 

securely.  

Microsoft Word and Excel files were secured with encrypted password protection as well 

as maintaining updated security on all computers and devices. Diamon (2020) suggested the 

importance of staying current with operating system versions for personal computers because 

older OS versions may contain security vulnerabilities. The research team remained aware and 

was proactive in performing necessary updates with all electronic tools during the research 

period. 
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SurveyMonkey also adheres to security standards that protect the researcher’s use and 

data collection of surveys and questionnaires. SurveyMonkey (2022) stated that the users’ 

surveys, questionnaires, and data collections remain private, and users are responsible for 

deleting their data in their accounts while an account is active. SurveyMonkey validated their 

adherence to security measures, and the researcher maintained responsibility for deleting all data 

entries and the account upon no longer needing the data. Initial responses for volunteer requests 

for participants for the study from parents and students were collected via Survey Monkey 

through secure district email. The surveys and email responses were saved in the researcher’s 

Google drive on a password-protected personal computer. 

During recorded interviews between the researcher and participants, Zoom was also 

utilized with security measures to protect meetings. Zoom (2022) explained that its encryption 

features offer protection of meeting content by encrypting the session’s video, audio, and screen 

sharing. The researcher was the meeting host and secured the meeting with encryption, locked 

the meeting, password protected the meeting and disabled participants from recording. Names 

were also disabled and removed by participants if they chose during the video recording. The 

host encrypted communication between all meeting participants by enabling the end-to-end 

encryption feature that uses cryptographic keys only known to each participant’s devices. 

For data analysis with coding, the researcher used MAXQDA software which was also 

encrypted and password protected. The researcher acted as the only user and administrator in the 

account. MAXQDA (2022) guaranteed that only user management could open the account with a 

valid username and password, with the same login window appearing each time the project was 

opened. The researcher also remained aware of any new MAXQDA updates to download, as the 

website recommended added security.   
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All previously mentioned security measures were taken to protect each participant’s 

privacy and maintain data confidentiality throughout the research study. In addition, all data 

security measures established during the beginning of research were reviewed throughout the 

project timeframe until project completion to ensure all protection was working and secure. Once 

research data were no longer needed, effective data destruction methods were used. According to 

the projected timeline (Figure 7) for data collection and analysis, including January 2023 through 

March 2023, the researcher handled the data for approximately three months. After the necessary 

data were analyzed, electronic forms of analysis continued to be on the researcher’s computer; it 

only existed in a de-identifiable data file until the project was complete. Paper forms of research 

were locked in a secure file in the researcher’s home. 

Three years following the completion of the project, all paper files will be shredded and 

disposed of completely. All electronic files, including all memory drives, computer storage, and 

any other form of storage on the beforementioned data collection instruments, will be 

permanently deleted. As regulation requires, primary data will continue to be kept securely for 

the next three years from the date of collection before being permanently destroyed via the 

previously mentioned details for secure data destruction. Additional security protocols enforced 

with research and all research team members are further addressed in the proceeding sections of 

this chapter in the validity, reliability, and ethical considerations sections. 

Setting and Participants 

The research was conducted with students from one public online school in a large urban 

school district in California. The students included first to sixth-grade children from six different 

classes, attending online synchronous instruction four hours a day, five days a week. The 

school’s total enrollment was 157 students and the opportunity to participate was offered to 117 
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students. Thirty students responded willingly to participate with parent and student consent. All 

30 respondents participated in the survey questionnaires, and five were removed from the sample 

size due to incomplete answers. All interactions between the researcher and participants occurred 

on Zoom inside the district’s secure platform on each student’s iPad provided by the school. 

Study participants included 7 to 13-year-old elementary students with demographic 

variations representative of a typical classroom. The student school population included 74 males 

and 83 females. The student population included 2.50% African American, 5.10% Asian, 

11.50% Caucasian, 60% Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, 79.00% Hispanic, and 1.30% Unknown. The 

student population for the research study initially stemmed from seven classes with a total of 117 

students beginning with random sampling. 

Sampling Procedures 

Convenience sampling from the school district was used for accessibility reasons with 

probability and purposive sequential mixed methods techniques conducted before and during the 

study. This sampling provided a form of data generated both numeric and narrative, with a 

“focus on both depth and breadth of information across research strands” (Teddlie & Yu, 2007,  

p. 86). By generating qualitative and quantitative data, the mixed-methods sampling approach 

“involves the selection of units of analysis for a mixed-methods study through both probability 

and purposive sampling strategies” (Teddlie & Yu, 2007, p. 87). With the mixed methods 

stratified purposive sampling strategy, a small number of students was generated and divided 

into strata, such as levels of intrinsic motivation. Then a smaller focus group was selected within 

each stratum to research more intensely with one-on-one interviews. Teddlie and Yu explained 

that the advantages of using stratified purposive sampling include seeking and reporting details 

that are different or similar across different groups and examining samples within samples. The 
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samples within samples included 30 to 40 students selected to participate in the narrative 

interviews.  

At the beginning of the study, to determine the sample group for interviews, a letter from 

the site administrator was emailed to all parents of first through sixth-grade students asking for 

voluntary participation. Dependent on participants’ responses, survey questionnaires were then 

conducted with students enrolled in an online school in the same school district. Being a 

phenomenological study, participants from a single site are less important than seeking 

individuals who have experienced the phenomenon being explored (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

Although student participants were from multiple grade levels, they shared the commonality of 

experiencing motivational learning online. 

 From this data collection, 30 students were chosen through purposeful sampling based on 

data analysis results from the initial survey questionnaires. The study used criterion purposive 

sampling with sample groups representing larger populations. In qualitative research, the sample 

size tends to be smaller due to the depth and breadth of data collection and by using a sample 

size as closely representative of a larger population for the study’s purposes (Roberts & Hyatt, 

2018). Mixed methods sampling for the student survey questionnaires utilized probability and 

purposive techniques to generate qualitative and quantitative data to inform the researcher of 

participants for the next steps in the data collection. This technique included selecting 

participants with probability and purposive strategies with a survey collecting qualitative and 

quantitative data (Teddlie & Yu, 2007).  

The final sample population of 30 students provided an adequate number to accomplish 

the research objectives for exploring online students experiencing the phenomenon of intrinsic 

motivation. The initial mixed methods student intrinsic motivation survey questionnaires 
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provided essential data necessary to conduct the next phase in the study, collecting qualitative 

data from interviews. 

Following the interviews, secondary student data from i-Ready English language arts and 

math assessments were integrated and analyzed in congruence with the interview results. In this 

context, Salkind (2006) explained, “Studies using both qualitative and quantitative secondary 

data can reinforce and clarify the findings of primary studies” (p. 872). Students’ i-Ready 

English language arts and math mid-year second diagnostic assessments were collected, 

measuring current growth. The growth measures indicated progress made from the beginning of 

the 2022 school year to the current midpoint of the academic year. This measure was essential to 

compare student growth rates to their scores on the survey questionnaires to explore relationships 

between intrinsic motivational levels and academic growth. Secondary data were most beneficial 

in this multiple-methods study for data analysis clarification. Each strand in this research study 

informed the next strand in a sequential, concurrent mixed methods approach.  

The next phase began once the sample size of student participants was identified. The 

student group sample participated in the next qualitative phase of the study, including interviews 

and an artistic task. Once all interviews were complete, each student participant’s academic data 

were collected from district-mandated i-Ready ELA and math assessments. All sampling was 

conducted pending the Institutional Review Board (IRB) and district approval for collecting 

qualitative and quantitative data. Essential elements of informed consent were provided to each 

participant and all minor participant’s parents or guardians (Roberts & Hyatt, 2018). The study’s 

sampling procedures were reliable and valid ways to determine the needed sample size and 

collect the necessary data to answer the research questions. However, they also posed some 

research limitations. 
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Sampling Limitations 

The study’s sampling techniques were relevant to the study’s purpose, but they did pose 

limiting factors. Relevant limiting factors included collecting data from participants attending 

one school site. Data collected from these participants represented a larger population of online 

elementary students. By using convenience sampling from a small population with in-depth 

research, the researcher gathered more descriptive detailed data within a two-month time frame. 

Convenience sampling provided the ability to ensure participation and create a focus group while 

maintaining access to the participants for further needed information as well as allowing the 

researcher to dive deeper into the data. This method allowed flexibility and diverse opportunities 

for expanding on the data and further utilizing participants for more needed data collection. 

Convenience sampling was more likely to produce results in a timelier manner while considering 

the possibility of gaining access to data.  

The use of a convenience sample from the researcher’s school district also provided 

approved access to school assessments with some vulnerable aspects to consider with secondary 

data. Secondary data analysis is a useful tool, but it can also have limitations. Salkind (2006) 

described the necessary thought required for using data collected for one purpose and using it for 

a different study, requiring careful planning for selecting secondary data to assure validity. 

Secondary data collection can be vulnerable to a loss of control since the researcher did not 

design the assessment or the initial collection of data. For this study, the researcher purposefully 

chose the district assessments with prior experience using the secondary data assessments and 

was fully knowledgeable about their contents and use with elementary students. 

Convenience sampling also limited participation outcomes since there was a finite 

number of participant possibilities, to begin with, rather than using multiple district participation 
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sampling. There was only one online school in the district containing relevant factors for this 

study. In addition, the convenience collection of data from minors caused delays in conducting 

student sampling due to waiting for parent and student consent. Although possible limitations 

were considered in this study, the multiphase approach with variations in data collection with 

convenience sampling was most beneficial for reliability and providing a rich and deep 

examination of the research topic.   

Instrumentation and Measures 

 Student motivation and academic effectiveness were measured according to the 

qualitative and quantitative data collected in survey questionnaires, interviews, artifacts, and i-

Ready assessment results provided by the school district. Meanwhile, student survey 

questionnaires, artifacts, and interviews were utilized concordantly with collecting data from 

secondary source assessments in the district. The data were collected and analyzed using 

structural equation modeling. 

An initial two-part survey questionnaire was administered electronically for parents and 

students to preview. The two parts were based on two different survey questionaries for 

measuring intrinsic motivation and identifying individuals having experience with autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness with online learning. Surveys were modeled after those in other 

studies focused on motivational influences (Klaeijsen et al., 2018). The model surveys from the 

other studies were adjusted and adapted to the subject of primary students versus the original 

survey subjects being adults. The surveys were Likert-type scale surveys based on intrinsic 

motivation and basic psychological needs combined with open-ended questions. Both survey 

questionnaires in this study were modified to examine children learning online.   

Each student was given the questionnaire survey to complete and sent to them 
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electronically, with a copy sent to their consenting parent or guardian. The survey questionnaire 

was adapted from Ryan and Deci’s (1985) IMI, a 22-item scale measuring intrinsic motivation. 

An additional intrinsic motivational measurement tool was adapted to create relevant interview 

questions. The BPNS is a 21-item scale that measures individuals’ need satisfaction in general 

to one’s life and was adapted from another measurement tool for needs satisfaction with work 

(Deci & Ryan, 2000c; Gagne, 2003). This tool was created based on SDT and the concept that 

humans have basic universal needs as predeterminants of developing intrinsic motivation. Table 

2 presents the BPNS items with an equivalent adaptation for meeting the needs of the online 

learning child participants.  

The researcher used the IMI and BPNS after examining various instruments for 

measuring intrinsic motivation. Optional instruments included the Children’s Academic Intrinsic 

Motivation Inventory (Gottfried, 1986), often used for identifying gifted and talented traits in 

students. Another survey was the Academic Intrinsic Motivation Survey (Archer, 1994), created 

for college students, and the Situational Motivation Scale (Guay et al., 2000), which is 

specifically activity based. Additional researched motivational measurement tools were the 

Motivation and Learning Strategies Inventory (Stroud & Reynolds, 2006) which was strategy 

based, and the Basic Psychological Need Satisfaction (BPNS; Deci & Ryan, 2000c; Gagne, 

2003), measuring general satisfaction in life. The IMI also measured intrinsic motivation. Each 

instrument provides valid data collection, but they are suited for different situations depending 

on a study’s purpose. For this study, the researcher identified that the IMI and the BPNS were 

most suitable for obtaining data indicating students experiencing intrinsic motivation.  

The IMI and the BPNS both required alterations for a better understanding of the age 

level of elementary students and the situation for online learning. Many scales measuring 
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motivational factors in SDT (Reeve & Sickenius, 1994; Ryan & Connel, 1989) in education 

require modifications fitting to studies in the context of a classroom which must be done 

consistently to maintain content validity (Goldman et al., 2017). The researcher used the same 

questions from the original scales while adding specific references to education and online 

learning with each question for participant clarity and understanding. These two tools were used 

for determining intrinsic motivation and creating questions in a questionnaire to gather data to 

identify students experiencing intrinsic motivation learning online. 

The first part of the survey questionnaire was based on the IMI (McAuley et al., 1989), 

an instrument created for measuring intrinsic human motivation based on SDT (Deci & Ryan, 

1985). The IMI is a self-report measure based on SDT (Deci & Ryan, 1985) used to assess the 

intrinsic motivation levels of students. As a well-known multidimensional measurement device, 

the IMI is intended to assess participants’ subjective experience of a target activity or situation. 

The IMI has been used in multiple studies exploring intrinsic motivation and self-regulation 

(Deci et al., 1994; Plant & Ryan, 1985; Ryan, 1982; Ryan et al., 1983; Ryan et al., 1990; Ryan et 

al., 1991). In addition, McAuley et al. (1987) developed a factor analysis examining the IMI, 

with results showing strong indications proving the IMI’s reliability and validity when modified 

for use with specific academic domains. The IMI in this study was adapted for child participants. 

While no children’s version of the IMI existed, Williams and Gill (1995) reported findings with 

youth participants to have adequate internal reliability. The IMI has been used in various studies 

exploring intrinsic educational motivation (Filak & Sheldon, 2003; Ryan & Grolnick, 1987).   

While there are different versions of the IMI with variations in several questions, Deci 

and Ryan (1985) offer a shortened 22-question version titled Task Evaluation Questionnaire, 

which is adaptable for measuring a particular task such as learning online. This study used the 
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22-item version in consideration of the age group of the participants with less attention span and 

more needed time to process questions and answers. 

The IMI is a flexible tool that can be modified according to an activity or research focus 

without affecting the psychometric properties of the measure (Clancy et al., 2017). The IMI 

measures four dimensions of intrinsic motivation, including interest-enjoyment, perceived 

competence, perceived choice, and pressure tension. The exact four dimensions were used in the 

adapted version of the IMI for this study. Studies on the IMI acknowledged high levels of 

internal consistency for these subscale domains (McAuley et al., 1989; Seifriz et al., 1992).  

The researcher adapted the original IMI questions to support this study and its 

participants better. See Table 1 for the original IMI questions and the adapted version created by 

the researcher and named Online Learning Intrinsic Motivation Inventory (OLIMI). The OLIMI 

was a 24-item questionnaire including four subscales: interest/enjoyment, perceived choice, 

perceived competence, and pressure/tension. The answer choices were a 7-point Likert-type 

scale chosen for the number of scales to increase their strength as measurement tools. Some 

researchers believe that 7 points on Likert-type scales increase reliability and validity, with a 

decrease found with scales using more than 7 (Johns, 2010; Miller, 1956). For each item, answer 

choices range from 1(not at all true), 4 (somewhat true), to 7 (very true). Two open-ended 

qualitative questions were added for more valid measures of seeking mixed methods data. The 

two open-ended questions were in a separate motivation category, seeking participants 

experiencing motivation learning online. 
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Table 1 

Intrinsic Motivation Survey (IMI) Adaptation to Online Learning Intrinsic Motivation Inventory 

(OLIMI) 

                            IMI                                                                             OLIMI 
Interest/Enjoyment 

1 While I was working on the task, I was                           1 While working online I was thinking about        
   thinking about how much I enjoyed it.                                            how much I enjoyed it.    
 
  5 I found the task very interesting.                                5 I find online learning very interesting. 

        8 Doing the task was fun.                                                             8 Learning online is fun. 

10 I enjoyed doing the task very much.                                    10 I enjoy learning online very much. 

14 I thought the task was very boring.                                   14 I think learning online is very boring. 

17 I thought the task was very interesting.                          17 I think learning online is very interesting. 

20 I would describe the task as very enjoyable.               20 I would describe learning online as very                
                                                                                                                     enjoyable. 

Perceived Competence 

4 I think I am pretty good at this task.                           4 I think I am pretty good at learning online. 

7 I think I did pretty well at this activity                           7 I think I do pretty well at learning online, 
           compared to other students.                                                compared to other students.   
                                                           
12 I am satisfied with my performance with                       12 I am satisfied with my performance with 
                          this task.                                                                            learning online.     
 
    16 I felt pretty skilled at this task.                                      16 I feel pretty skilled at learning online. 

22 After working at this task for a while,                                  22 After learning online for a while, 
              I felt pretty competent.                                                            I feel pretty competent. 
 

Perceived Choice 

3 I felt that it was my choice to do the task.                          3 I feel that it is my choice to learn online. 

11 I did not really have a choice about doing                            11 I did not really have a choice about 
                            the task.                                                                              learning online.    
  
15 I felt like I was doing what I wanted to do                         15 I feel like I am doing what I want to do 
       while I was working on the task.                                                    while I am learning online. 
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      19 I felt like I had to do the task.                                             19 I feel like I have to learn online. 

21 I did the task because I had no choice.                              21 I learn online because I have no choice. 

Pressure/Tension 

2 I did not feel at all nervous about doing                                     2 I do not feel at all nervous about 
                        the task.                                                                                   learning online. 
 
    6 I felt tense while doing the task.                                             6 I feel tense while learning online. 

  9 I felt relaxed while doing the task.                                          9 I feel relaxed while learning online. 

13 I was anxious while doing the task.                                       13 I feel anxious while learning online. 

18 I felt pressured while doing the task.                                     18 I feel pressure while working online. 

Open Ended Questions 

23 What motivates you to do your schoolwork learning online? 

24 What do you like most about learning online? 

Note. To measure the students’ sense of intrinsic motivation in learning online, this study  
 
adapted the first 22 items from the IMI created by Deci and Ryan (1985). 

Online Learning Intrinsic Motivation Inventory  

The first survey questionnaire included questions based on the questions in the IMI with 

alterations specifying the topic of inquiry as online learning. To alter the original IMI and 

maintain the same validity and usefulness, the researcher made modifications to remain 

consistent with the study’s purpose of identifying intrinsic motivation in children in the online 

learning setting as the focus in question throughout the questionnaire—multiple versions of the 

IMI ranging from 22 items to 45 items. The 25-item version takes approximately 10 minutes to 

complete. It has been used to measure students’ subjective motivation scores (Olivares et al., 

2020). The reported time for administering shorter versions of the survey influenced the 

researcher’s decision to choose the 22-item version considering the need for shorter times with 

child participants having shorter attention spans than adults. 
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Basic Psychological Needs Satisfaction 

An additional part of the survey questionnaire included the Basic Psychological Needs 

Satisfaction (BPNS) measurement for intrinsic motivation based on personal needs satisfied by 

SDT factors for intrinsic motivation. Studies on elementary students found a direct and indirect 

relationship between the satisfaction of students’ psychological needs and class achievement 

(Wang et al., 2019). Elementary students’ satisfaction with basic needs was better understood 

with a modified version measuring their needs specifically while learning online. The BPNS is a 

21-item scale measuring need satisfaction generally in one’s life. The BPNS has been used in 

several general contexts to measure intrinsic motivation (Gagne, 2003; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; 

Thogersen-Ntoumzni & Ntoumanis, 2007).  

The BPNS was created to be modified for a study’s unique situational factors. Johnston 

and Finney (2010) demonstrated a modified, valid three-factor solution for the scale. The scale 

allows a reliable measure of the motivational effects of school-based instructional programs 

promoting the psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Alivernini et al., 

2016; Girelli et al., 2016; Girelli et al., 2019; Gunnel et al., 2013). The scale for this study was 

modified using the same psychological needs as in the BPNS but adapted for the situation of 

learning online.  

Several studies adapting the BPNS to specific situations include measurements of 

motivation in work, sports, and education. Many educational-specific studies have used the 

BPNS or an adaptation of its original scale (Aelterman et al., 2018; Cardella et al., 2020; Chen 

et al., 2019; Conesa & Dunabeitia, 2021; Haerens et al., 2015; Macakova & Wood, 2020; Wang 

et al., 2019). Researchers suggested the need for adaptations concerning the specificity of the 

psychological needs in specific environments, such as the necessary changes for this study to an 
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online learning environment. Conesa and Dunabeitia explicated the relevance of using a valid 

tool adapted for school contexts considering children’s basic psychological needs. Adaptations 

made in the BPNS for this study were purposeful for the study’s objective and made relatable 

for elementary-age students. 

The adapted version of the BPNS created for this study measured need satisfaction 

generally with children learning online synchronously. As seen in Table 2, the BPNS questions 

were modified to explore SDT factors of psychological needs for children’s needs learning 

online in a new version of the scale titled Basic Psychological Needs Satisfaction in Online 

Learning (BPNS-OL). The scale had 21 items with three subscales: autonomy, competence, and 

relatedness. Two open-ended questions were added to ensure validity with additional qualitative 

measures. The entire survey questionnaire contained 23 items. Students were asked to think 

about how each question related to them while learning online and to indicate how true it was 

for them. The seven-choice Likert-type scale responses ranged from 1 (not at all true), 4 

(somewhat true), to 7 (very true). Two additional open-ended questions were added for 

additional qualitative data. Once the data were gathered from both survey questionnaires and 

students were identified who showed evidence of intrinsic motivation according to the survey 

questionnaire results, participants for the interviews were identified. 

As seen in Table 2, the second part of the survey questionnaire was given at the same 

time as the first survey questionnaire to all willing and approved students in grades first through 

sixth. The survey questionnaires were both modified versions of the original questionnaires. The 

modifications were necessary for adapting them to the elementary age group participants. 
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Table 2 

Basic Psychological Need Satisfaction Scale (BPNS) Adaptation to Online Learning Needs 

Satisfaction and Intrinsic Motivation Interview Questions 

                          BPNS                                                                        BPNS-OL 
Autonomy 

1 I feel like I am free to decide for myself                        1 I feel like I am free to decide for myself how 
                 how to live my life.                                                             to learn in school. 
 
       4 I feel pressured in my life.                                                 4 I feel pressured learning online. 

8 I generally feel free to express my ideas                           8 I generally feel free to express my ideas 
                   and opinions.                                                                     and opinions in class. 
 
11 In my daily life, I frequently have to do                   11 In my daily classes, I frequently have to do 
                  what I am told.                                                                      what I am told. 
 
14 People I interact with on a daily basis tend              14 People in class I interact with on a daily   
            to take my feelings into                                             basis tend to take my feelings into        
                   consideration.                                                                      consideration. 
 
17 I feel like I can pretty much be myself in                       17 I feel like I can pretty much be myself in 
                  my daily situations.                                                                my daily classes. 
 
20 There is not much opportunity for me to                   20 There is not much opportunity for me to 
   decide for myself how to do things in my                         decide for myself how to do things in my  
                            daily life.                                                                          daily classes.      
                                                                      

Competence 

3 Often, I do not feel very competent.                               3 Often, I do not feel very skilled in class. 
 
5 People I know tell me I am good at what                      5 People I know tell me I am good at learning   
                           I do.                                                                                    online. 
 
10 I have been able to learn interesting new                     10 I have been able to learn interesting new 
                          skills recently.                                                             skills recently.      
                                                              
13 Most days I feel a sense of accomplishment           13 Most days I feel a sense of accomplishment 
                     from what I do.                                                            from learning online. 
 
15 In my life I do not get much of a chance to          15 In class, I do not get much of a chance to   
              show how capable I am.                                                   show how capable I am. 
 
19 I often do not feel very capable.                                   19 I often do not feel very capable in class. 
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Relatedness 

2 I really like the people I interact with                          2 I really like the people I interact with in   
                           class.                                                                                       class.  
              
6 I get along with people I come in contact                        6 I get along with people I come in contact 
                            with.                                                                              with in my class. 
 
7 I pretty much keep to myself and don’t have                7 I pretty much keep to myself and don’t have 
                a lot of social contacts.                                                         a lot of social contacts.    
                                                       
9 I consider the people I regularly interact with              9 I consider the people I regularly interact with 
                    to be my friends.                                                               in class to be my friends. 
 
12 People in my life care about me.                                      12 People in my class care about me.  

16 There are not many people that I am close to.            16 There are not many people that I am close 
                                                                                                                        to in class. 
 
18 The people I interact with regularly do not                18 The people I interact with regularly in class 
                    seem to like me much.                                               do not seem to like me much. 
 
21 People are generally pretty friendly towards              21 People are generally pretty friendly towards  
                                   me.                                                                             me in class.                        

Open Ended Questions 

22 Why do you complete assignments for your online class? 

23 What makes you feel successful learning in your online class? 

Note. BPNS-OL questions are adapted from the original BPNS scale (Deci & Ryan, 2000c;  

Gagne, 2003).  

To ensure students understood the survey questionnaire directions and questions, the 

researcher met with the students in groups of three to five through Zoom to assist and ensure 

validity in data collection so all students were provided with the same understanding of the 

questions. The researcher read the directions and questions with answer choices as the students 

filled in their answers electronically on the shared SurveyMonkey survey questionnaire. 

Interviews 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 25 child participants, each interviewed 
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by the researcher. Interviews took place online on Zoom while the researcher was at the school 

site and the students were in their homes. The researcher asked about students’ experience with 

intrinsic motivation while learning online. The questions were directly linked to motivational 

factors established in SDT while asking students to describe their experience with autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness. The questions were alterations of the questions used in the survey 

questionnaires. 

Questions were adaptations from the interest and enjoyment subscale of the IMI, which 

are indications of intrinsic motivation. According to the Center for Determination Theory 

(2022), the interest and enjoyment subscale can be used as a self-report for measuring intrinsic 

motivation. The questionnaires for the interview were all open-ended questions intended for 

hearing students’ perceptions and a deeper understanding of their experiences with motivation to 

learn online. It is necessary to change measurement tools for better adaptation for child 

participants. The interview questions were based on BPNS and SDT factors of intrinsic 

motivation, which included open-ended questions for students to describe their perception and 

experience with intrinsic motivation based on SDT and perception of the concept of intrinsic 

motivation. 

The semi-structured interview questions were created to explore the intrinsic motivation 

for learning online with the freedom for the interviewer to tailor in-depth responses from 

children describing their experiences with learning online. While there are many forms of 

interview questioning in qualitative research, less structured interviews are primarily used in 

phenomenological studies (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2014; Ellis, 2016). Semi-structured interviews 

provide organized questions for reference to maintaining the interview process while using 

open-ended questions, allowing the participants to respond openly with their answers. Less 
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structured interviews allow flexibility for individuals to respond more naturally with the 

possibility of exploring an issue in greater depth for a richer response as the interview 

progresses (Brinkman & Kvale, 2014; Ellis, 2016). Table 3 presents the interview questions 

used in this study for exploring student experiences with intrinsic motivation and online 

learning. Interview questions were an adapted self-created compilation the researcher 

formulated based on several academic motivational themes found throughout research on 

intrinsic motivation and children (Montesino, 1998). 

Table 3 

Interview Questions for Exploring Student Experiences with Intrinsic Motivation Learning 

Online 

Interview Questions 
1 What do you enjoy most about learning online? 

2 Describe the best day you ever had learning online. 

3 How do you feel about your teacher? 

4 How do you feel about your classmates? 

5 What are your strengths as a student? 

6 What does your teacher do that makes you try your best? 

7 What motivates you to do your schoolwork in class and after school? 

8 What makes you the happiest about learning online? 

9 Do you like to work in class in a breakout room alone or with someone? 

10 What is your favorite lesson or activity in class? 

11 Do you ever get to choose which activities to do or is it always the teacher’s choice? 

12 Do you like what you are learning in class? 

13 Who do you turn to for help when you have questions in class? 
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14 How do you know when you are successfully learning in class? 

15 If you could grade yourself as a student, what grade would you give yourself? 
Note. Questions are adapted from the IMI created by Deci and Ryan (1985). 
 
 In addition, during the interview, students could use the face reaction tool with emoji 

responses in the Zoom meeting. The Zoom reaction tool was an active learning tool for students 

to provide non-verbal feedback to a question posed by the meeting host (Zoom, 2022). 

Nonverbal response options provided participants with additional communication methods, 

aiding participant comfort. Experts examining better ways to conduct research with children 

validated that younger participants sometimes need non-verbal ways to communicate in addition 

to writing or drawing. Children are visual learners; most are familiar with visual media and 

emoticons such as emoji responses. By combining creative response tools during interviews, the 

children can use art as a language to make meaning of the phenomenon in question (Riley, 

2001). Considering time and data collection consistency, only 12 specific emojis were available 

for participant use. Before questioning students, the interviewer held up a chart listing the 12 

emojis with pictures and meanings. By allowing the students to use the emoji face reaction tool, 

they were could respond to questions by clicking the react face icon displaying 12 emoji faces 

and two thumbs. The researcher informed the students of the emoji response options explaining 

how to click the React face icon in Zoom. 

 The researcher enabled zoom reactions during the interviews. Additional reactions the 

researcher enabled during Zoom meetings and interviews included allowing meeting participants 

to place an icon in their video panel and beside their name in the participant’s panel to 

communicate with the interviewer without speaking. For example, selecting the slow-down icon 

placed in the student’s video panel beside their name indicated they wanted the interviewer to 

slow down (Zoom, 2022). In addition, the host could upload a summary of how many 
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participants were displayed on each icon throughout the interview on Zoom (Zoom, 2022). This 

icon summary aided in the quantitative data collection of emoji responses during each interview. 

 The meanings of each emoji were provided to each participant. Emojipedia offers 

universal meanings of the Zoom Apple-based emojis. These meanings are shown in Figure 3 and 

were explained and shown during the interview for clarity. The emoji are official names from 

Unicode Standard (Emojipedia, 2022). See Figure 3 for the 12 Zoom reactions and their intended 

meanings listed in the same format as they were provided for participants during the interview. 

The collection of Zoom reactions added to this study’s measures for data. 

Figure 3 

Emoji Zoom Reactions and Their Meanings 

 

Note. All Zoom emojis are Apple based and meanings are derived from Emojipedia (2022).  

The interview also included an additional art task response called Color Symbol Image 

(CSI). The task was an instructional strategy from a collaboration of instructional thinking 
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routines created for students to use cognitive processing while expressing their thinking through 

visual representations (Ritchhart et al., 2011). While thinking is invisible to others and happens 

in students’ minds, influential thinkers communicate their thoughts verbally, written, or drawing 

their ideas through speaking, writing, or drawing while deepening their cognition (Ritchart & 

Perkins, 2008). More modern approaches to improve methodological research with children 

identify the need for empowering children in the participatory research process by seeing them 

as collaborators in the research process rather than objects of study (Berson et al., 2019). By 

offering students multiple ways to participate in the interview with drawings, the researcher 

gave students choices while respecting their individuality and capability to choose.  

Methods such as drawing are utilized to help children feel more comfortable with the 

data collection process. Punch (2002) reminded researchers not just to choose art methods based 

on the assumption that it is more enjoyable for children but because these methods can provide 

meaningful data. In addition, creative mediums such as art writing and drawing activities entail 

“inventive and imaginative processes,” allowing students additional means for answering 

questions and guiding interview discussions (Veal, 2005, p. 245). The art task for this study 

incorporated drawing and writing as options for participants to respond to in the interview. 

The CSI routine is a creative language arts instructional strategy for open-ended 

qualitative data allowing participants to answer with responses by drawing a picture, writing 

words, or writing sentences. Students could make their connections and think metaphorically. 

Artistic methods often assist children with expressing and structuring their thoughts. Offering 

alternative instruments was valuable for collecting data from children and made answering 

questions more participant-friendly while allowing choices for responding. 

Students could respond on the previously sent electronic CSI art template or via paper. 
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See Figure 4 for an image of the CSI template students received. The CSI routine asks learners 

to represent an idea or topic in non-verbal ways using a color, symbol, and image. Prior to 

interviews, participating students received instructions through the school’s email messaging 

system to pick up these materials at school, including a paper version of the interview questions, 

CSI template, and emoji example page with meanings (resembling Figure 3) crayons, markers, 

and colored pencils. These supplies were called the interview bag. The online school had weekly 

distribution times for parents to pick up supplies regularly which was when the interview bags 

were available before the interview dates. 

Figure 4 

Making Thinking Visible, CSI Thinking Routine Template for Student Artifact Task 

 

Note. Adapted from Making Thinking Visible (Ritchhart et al., 2011). Students created a color, 

symbol, and image representing how they feel about learning online. 
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i-Ready Assessments 

After completing all interviews, the researcher collected the most recent scores from each 

participant’s i-Ready math and language arts midyear diagnostic assessments. i-Ready is an 

online learning program for reading and math that monitors students’ progress throughout the 

school year. The i-Ready assessments demonstrated students’ current instructional grade level 

placement and growth measures in math and language arts according to research-based grade 

level norms. The i-Ready program provides normative and criterion-referenced data correlating 

with state and national assessments (Curriculum Associates, 2022). i-Ready growth 

measurements served as indicators of each student’s current level of growth in comparison to the 

start of the current school year in math and language arts. The researcher considered current 

growth levels over diagnostic grade level placement scores for the most accurate indicators of 

academic performance rates. These scores assisted in the data analysis to indicate academic 

performance levels with students experiencing intrinsic motivation while learning online. 

Reliability 

To determine reliability, the researcher included multiple forms of collecting data to 

evaluate the experience of intrinsic motivation while learning online. The researcher looked for 

correlations between response results from the OLIMI and the BPNS-OL. Using multiple 

methods increases the opportunity to compare data for cross-analysis while increasing reliability 

(Jarvenoja & Jarvela, 2005; Perry et al., 2002). The study included six forms of data collection, 

as previously explained in this chapter. These data collections were products of a narrow and 

clear focus for obtaining reliable research goals with realistic obtainment. 

For the realistic obtainment of participants and data collection, the researcher included 

participants from their school of employment. The research and data collection were approved by 
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well-known gatekeepers in the district, approving all data collection described. The study design 

was indubitably created with careful planning and forethought for the relevancy of data and 

reliability for completing the research design. The researcher had access to the participants using 

a sampling technique that represented the larger population. The selection process included 

mixed ability groups in a sample of students who represented a realistic classroom. The data 

represented the larger population of online learners in a typical online elementary classroom. 

These considerations provided the researcher with reliable data relevant to a broader population 

of online learners allowing generalizability in the final data analysis.  

The researcher had also obtained permission in advance to access participants during the 

projected research time and through the remainder of the 2023 school year if needed. The 

district’s Director of Human Resources and the school site administrator provided permission 

following a meeting to review all data collection instruments and research methods. Study 

permission was granted because the district’s name would not be identified in the study. The 

researcher quickly confirmed reliable timeframes and options for when to meet with participants 

since permission was granted by the district for administrative access and use of all student and 

parent contact information as well as access to the secondary data, including i-Ready 

assessments that were analyzed in this study. The researcher had previous training and 

experience analyzing i-Ready data regularly for the past two years. This experience added to the 

reliability of data access and the ability to analyze the data accurately. 

Validity 

Methods of validity had been considered in the planning and creation of the research 

design and continued to be utilized during analysis and final study interpretations. The study was 

conducted through bracketing, intuiting, simple descriptive design measures, and final reported 
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interpretations. While using mixed methods instruments and interpretative validity, the 

researcher provided direct and descriptive data results contributing to a credible study.  

Credibility was created, providing the researcher’s background with experience with the 

content of the study, as indicated in Chapter 1. Although bias was exposed by disclosing the 

researcher’s educational background, this information was expanded to include relevance for the 

study while providing competency for the researcher. Knowing the researcher had extensive 

experience and training in educational teaching techniques, curriculum, instruction, and 

leadership provided the study with further credence and reliability. The researcher’s relevant 

background, expertise, and purpose for the study all contributed to the study’s credibility. While 

having experience in the study environment, the researcher took all steps necessary to collect 

data unbiasedly and make interpretations based on the participant’s experience.  

The researcher prevented their perceptions from affecting the study, thus jeopardizing the 

validity of the research. Thomson (2011) explained that a critical factor for valid interpretations 

is providing an analysis based solely on participant perception and not that of the researcher. 

“The key here is that the interpretations are not based on the researcher’s perspective but that of 

the participant” (Thomson, 2011, p. 79). The researcher abided by bracketing throughout the 

study. Bracketing required the researcher to refrain from associating their beliefs about the 

study’s phenomenon or previous knowledge about the participants throughout the 

phenomenological investigation (Carpenter, 2007). The phenomenological study required the 

researcher to remain open-minded throughout the study to truly capture the research purpose for 

exploring students’ experience with motivation learning online. Pessi (2004) explained that 

generalized interpretations of data may hinder phenomenological data analysis and limit results if 

not bracketed. Qualitative data is susceptible to researcher-biased interpretations and not 
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accurately presenting the child’s data if not bracketed. Chan et al. (2013) advised that while it is 

ultimately up to the researcher to decide how much personal influence they allow, there is a need 

for innovative ways to conduct qualitative research concerning validity in phenomenology. The 

researcher committed to bracketing and adhering to the research expert’s advice. 

The researcher conducted interviews and all data collection by structuring a bracketed 

approach while allowing children to provide responses not influenced by the interviewee. Caelli 

(2001) recommended that researchers openly validate from the beginning of all interviews that 

all individuals have unique experiences unknown to the interviewer. The researcher addressed 

any assumptions they had with participants at the beginning of data collection and interviews 

while bracketing for the duration of the data collection for a better understanding of the 

participant’s responses. In addition, the researcher kept a reflexive notebook, noting when 

personal bias was evident on the part of the researcher and the participant. 

  A supportive and safe interviewing environment allowed participants the freedom to 

report their own experiences, which is imperative to the validity and accuracy of the study. 

Gaining the unique descriptive experience of the participants was one of the primary purposes of 

the study. The researcher remained aware and open to unanticipated information participants 

revealed, intuiting through all participant interactions and data collection. Intuiting guided the 

researcher in a reliable, valid interpretation and detailed analysis of accurate participants’ 

experiences with intrinsic motivation. Through this emergent design, each interview was 

conducted with an open mind recording detailed data reports adding to the richness of result 

details.  

Concepts of validity in qualitative research must be considered, understood, and 

demonstrated descriptively in research proposals explaining methods and strategies for avoiding 
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research weaknesses impacting validity. The research design was created with instruments and 

procedures planned for a valid study. Participants’ perceptions and viewpoints were accurately 

reported in rich and honest detail. As Thomson (2011) explained, while there are different ways 

to gain the truth in research, all valid studies “insist on accurate and meaningful findings that 

must pass measures of validity” (p. 81). Measures included statistical analysis, research 

committee input, data review, and mixed methods for data collection. Valid research begins with 

ensuring these measures and precautions are taken prior to research, during, and after data 

collection. Maxwell (2013) expounded on the importance of making validity a key component in 

research design. During the design phase, the researcher considered measures of validity needed 

to create the proposed reliable research. They were making validity an explicit component of 

design that can guide the researcher to address validity threats (Maxwell, 2013). 

During the research design, survey questions were reviewed in October with second 

graders ages seven and eight to ensure this age group understood directions, questions, words, 

and vocabulary. Students comprehended the questions except for some needing an explanation 

for “competent,” which needed clarification. The researcher clarified the word “skilled” and 

“good at” provided by the researcher in question 26 of the OLIMI. The researcher kept the 

original word “competent” while adding the words for clarification to maintain accuracy with the 

original questionnaire, which was also done in the study. 

Data collection was conducted ethically, using adequate and reliable strategies with a 

credible analysis. Upon concluding the data analysis, the researcher looked for any alternative 

conclusions or questions left unanswered by the data presented and included these points. As 

suggested by Creswell and Poth (2018), the researcher must identify any alternative conclusions 

other than those offered by the data results that the researcher could have derived. Evidence is 
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the greatest safeguard against validity threats. Methods allow the researcher to gain evidence, but 

the importance is obtaining the evidence ethically, clearly, and adequately while clearly 

explaining the “relationship of your conclusions with reality” (Maxwell, 2013, p. 121).  

Accuracy in the written descriptive interpretation of the study’s results is essential. 

Descriptive validity was one category Maxwell (2013) described used to judge the validity of 

qualitative research (Thomson, 2011). Thomson explained that “Descriptive validity forms the 

base upon which all other forms of validity are built” (2011, p. 78). More specific to a 

phenomenological study, a researcher must provide a descriptive and accurate analysis of data 

with accurate descriptions of researcher bias void of personal perception and rich in valid honest 

detail of the actual situation, population, and experience of the data collection. The researcher 

used rich data during the data description, explanation, and interpretation stage. Maxwell (2013) 

suggested rich data will be collected with intensive interviews providing detailed variations of 

data realistically and accurately, not just notations on what the researcher found exciting or 

significant. 

Through all stages of the study, the researcher looked for all possible unknown results, 

evaluating the data keenly and honestly. The researcher made sure to “provide better research 

and methods that answer the ‘what ifs’” in precaution for questions posed by other researchers 

(Thomson, 2011, p. 80). A thorough plan with accurate follow-through and viewing all steps 

through a researcher, reader, and evaluator’s lens enabled the researcher to complete the study 

with evaluative validity. Using ethical protocols enabled a thoroughly valid study.    

Validity was also ensured with the triangulation of mixed-methods data collection. By 

using multiple methods for data collection, such as survey questionnaires, interviews, picture 

artifacts, and field notes, the researcher increases validity. Validity in qualitative research was 
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defined by Creswell and Poth (2018) as the credibility of a description, conclusion, explanation, 

interpretation, or other sorts of account. Two threats to research credibility that are important to 

consider during all research steps include inadequate sampling and reactivity. Inadequate 

sampling has the potential to compromise the validity of a study and “Diversity is often 

underestimated in qualitative research” (Maxwell, 2013, p. 137). The researcher included more 

participants than the minimum of six to 20 individuals recommended for phenomenological 

research to ensure diversity and a valid number of students to make the study a reliable measure 

of a diverse population (Ellis, 2016).  

The researcher planned to include 117 student participants for the initial stage of criterion 

selection, reduced to 30 to 40 participants for final interviews. Within this sample population, the 

researcher used multiple class populations for participants. This strategy ensured the ability to 

collect data from a diverse population. The results were then reported in a detailed descriptive 

account accurately describing a diverse population experiencing motivation in online learning, 

not just a few selective students. A researcher must “adequately understand the variation in the 

phenomenon of interest in the setting or group of people studied” (Maxwell, 2013, p. 137). To 

collect adequate data and interpret it credibly, the researcher took thorough descriptive notes 

while paying attention to all details during the data collection. These details included each 

participant’s information, environment, timing, and all conditions impacting the study. Taking 

these details into account while interpreting the data were just as important as including accurate 

positive or negative results.  

The researcher ensured that the generalized structural study details and descriptions were 

clear, consistent, and accurately represented the entire study. The researcher also allowed 

connections to be made directly to the detailed specifics in the data collection. It is imperative to 
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the validity of a study to provide a descriptive analysis of participants. The researcher provided 

additional validity by considering the following questions with answers in the interpretation and 

analysis phase; “Is the structural description situation-specific or does it hold in general for the 

experience on other situations?” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 272). The study was structurally 

specific to online learning but also generalizable for online learners in larger elementary grade-

level populations. 

The researcher considered the additional validity threat susceptible in qualitative studies, 

which “influence the researcher on the setting or individuals studied, generally known as 

reactivity” (Maxwell, 2013, p. 124). The researcher was aware of personal influence and 

reactivity. Maxwell defined reactivity as “the influence of the researcher on the setting or 

individuals studied” (2013, p. 124). Maxwell suggested not eliminating researcher influence 

because that is nearly impossible but using it productively as an advantage to the research:  

“Explaining your possible biases and how you will deal with these is a key task of your research 

proposal” (2013, p. 124). While clearly stating researcher bias and influence in Chapter 1, the 

researcher ensured the use of open-ended scripts minimizing evidence of bias and utilizing a 

research team for feedback. The researcher made it a point to acknowledge potential influences 

while collecting and analyzing data, providing written evidence of researcher influence. 

The researcher personally conducted each online interview for safety measures and to 

ensure a secure participant environment during student data collection. Parents and student 

participants may have previously known the researcher’s name, school position, and background. 

This information was provided to all students and participants and validated by the school 

administrator via electronic mail sent to all participants and parents. The interviewer conducted 

ethical codes of conduct necessary for valid data collection, as previously described earlier 
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within this chapter. Consistency was used in all data collections. The interviewer conducted each 

interview the same way and did not expand on questions or answers which might influence the 

interviewee’s responses. The interviewer read the questions clearly without adding unique ideas, 

comments, or perceptions that could impact the interviewee’s thinking, behavior, or responses.    

The researcher was an educator employed at the research location with an updated 

fingerprint record on file and currently known as an upstanding employee in the school district. 

Validated background checks and evidence of prior successful work experience with children in 

elementary school supported the researcher with reliability and consistency. The researcher’s 

professional background ensured that interviews were conducted and recorded with participants 

in the study without threatening the study’s validity and providing safety and ethics measures.   

The researcher consistently ensured necessary precautions throughout the study with 

appropriate and relevant evidence of validation and evaluative strategies. Validity in “qualitative 

research is not the result of indifference, but of integrity” (Maxwell, 2013, p. 124). By 

acknowledging all validity threats and utilizing clear strategies for creating well-planned reliable 

study methods, the researcher increased credibility while reinforcing the research validity. 

Promising strategies included multiple forms of measurement of motivation used in the study for 

increased interpretative accuracy by validating and supplementing data from a self-report 

(Veermans & Tapola, 2004). The data collection included diverse ways of collecting data by 

incorporating creative and engaging research tools. Semi-structured interviews and open-ended 

questions support data triangulation and manage power imbalances between the researcher and 

child (Carrington et al., 2007; Darbyshire et al., 2005; Freeman & Mathison, 2009; Moss et al., 

2007; Punch, 2002). The creative tools encouraged mixed data measurements supporting a more 

comfortable interview environment for students. By providing an interview atmosphere in which 
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students were familiar with their school environment and having the interviewer be familiar, the 

researcher built rapport with students before the interviews. In addition, participants were offered 

the most secure and safe way to participate. This purposeful and ethical data collection plan 

provided participants the right to be treated with respect as valued research team members. 

Data Collection 

Once IRB approval was obtained, the researcher began the data collection process, as 

illustrated by Creswell and Poth (2018) in the suggested activities labeled “The Data Collection 

Circle” (p. 148). Creswell and Poth’s suggested activities for data collection begin with locating 

the collection site and participants and end with storing data (Figure 5). Following this circle as a 

model, it served as an important list of collection details. The researcher began with planning and 

referring to the collection process as a reminder for reliability, validity, and ethical purposes. The 

researcher referred to the Data Collection Circle as a guide for assurance of thorough planning 

and data collection details. 

Figure 5 

“The Data Collection Circle” (Creswell & Poth, 2018) 
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First, the researcher obtained written consent from all participating parties to conduct the 

study. These participants included the school district, the school site administrator, participating 

parents, and students. Confidentiality was communicated as maintained to the degree permitted 

by the technology used, as well as notification that adult and student participation was voluntary. 

After receiving approval from the school district, school, and the IRB committee, the researcher 

conducted a survey request for voluntary participation in the study via SurveyMonkey on the 

district school email. Participating parents included those with children in grades first through 

sixth grade. These parents were contacted and given the option to voluntarily allow their child to 

participate in the study with their child’s willingness and approval. This contact was in an email 

sent to their listed school contacts with full disclosure and complete details defining the purpose 

of the study and data collection details. In addition to the data information, an incentive was 

offered to explain that interview participants would receive a free school logo t-shirt. After 

identifying the participants, the researcher contacted parents for written consent from them as 

well as from their children. Once parents and children’s written consent was received, the 

researcher emailed parents with options for dates and times to schedule the online survey 

questionnaires with two weeks of advanced notice before the first meeting dates. 

The researcher administered the initial data collection survey questionnaires in groups of 

five children online through Zoom. The interviewer was sure to give directions and ask questions 

the same way as all participants. By following ethical codes of conduct, the questionnaires were 

administered following a script, the same with all students, to ensure accuracy and reliability 

with valid results. In addition, the interviewer had instructions with the allowance to read 

questionnaire items aloud to ensure all students, including those with reading or learning 

difficulties, were able to comprehend all questions equally. Karabenick et al. (2007) explained 
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challenges with students’ cognitive processing of some self-report terminology. Following 

recommendations from Elliot (2004), the researcher attempted to avoid administration problems 

due to students completing the surveys without assistance for clarification and ensuring 

understanding. The interviewer administered the survey questionnaire to all participating 

students on Zoom. Survey questionnaires were uploaded to the researcher’s personal computer 

while following security measures stated earlier in this chapter. 

The data were collected and analyzed using structural equation modeling. Survey 

questionnaires with a self-report type motivational scale, as well as open-ended questions in 

semi-structured interviews, were used similarly to other research studies on motivation and 

online learning (Mese & Sevilen, 2021). The research took place over two months via online 

communication through email and interviews on Zoom. Student surveys, questionnaires, 

artifacts, and interviews were utilized in concordance with collecting data from secondary 

sources in the district. Secondary sources included student i-Ready English language arts and 

math assessments.  

Student motivation and academic effectiveness were measured according to the 

qualitative and quantitative data collected in the survey questionnaires and interviews, as well as 

i-Ready mathematics and language arts assessment data and results from the emoji responses and 

artifacts. The survey models from the other studies were adjusted and adapted to the subject of 

primary students versus the original survey subjects being adults. The surveys were Likert-type 

scale online surveys based on intrinsic motivation and basic psychological needs and were 

combined with open-ended questions.  

The OLIMI and the BPNS-OL survey questionnaires were administered to children 

during school hours and facilitated by the researcher on Zoom. The researcher read aloud all 
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survey questionnaire items to the students. After analyzing the survey questionnaires’ data, the 

research population was narrowed down to a group of 25 children in grades first through sixth 

from one school. This group of children made up the focus group for students participating in 

interviews. 

During the semi-structured interviews, the students were given the CSI artifact exercise 

following the ending of the interview questions. The artifacts were the final portion of the 

interview, and directions were read by the interview facilitator. Students were asked to fill in a 

previously distributed CSI template or use an artifact template uploaded in the Zoom chat. The 

template had three columns, each separately labeled color, symbol, and image. Students were 

instructed to draw under each label how they felt about learning online. Once the art activity was 

completed, the students uploaded it in a shared email, or the interviewer had the student hold it 

up to the camera showing the image that was additional data available in the Zoom interview 

recording. Once the artifacts were complete, the interviews ended, and the Zoom meeting 

recording was uploaded and sent via private email to the researcher’s private laptop. The same 

process continued over multiple days until all participants were interviewed. 

Throughout the entire data collection process, participants’ names were protected, and 

data were stored securely according to laws of confidentiality, ensuring the safety of all 

information. The initial collection of parents’ and students’ signatures granting participant 

permission, the names was collected electronically and saved in the researcher’s personal 

computer storage. Once an interview focus group was identified, student names were coded with 

a number for private identification. In addition, throughout the entire data collection process, 

children were continually informed and ensured that they might no longer participate at any time. 

Skanfors (2009) strongly recommended informing children of their rights throughout the 
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research to demonstrate respect and integrity, valuing their rights and opinions. Practices in 

ethical conduct protecting children and keeping them informed were continued throughout the 

entire data collection process. 

Data Analysis 

Data analysis followed purposive steps to complete the multiphase research plan 

accurately. Marton (1986) described the first phase of analysis as “a kind of selection procedure 

based on criteria of relevance” (p. 153). The survey questionnaires were scored first according to 

the IMI and BPNS scoring directions, reverse scoring, and then looking for the highest averages 

across all items within each subscale. Ryan et al. (1991) concluded that researchers interpreting 

self-report measures that assess intrinsic motivation, like the IMI, need to consider how and why 

participants report how they do by performing a factor analysis unique to the adapted version of 

the new data set. The researcher utilized the scoring tool unique for each modified subscale, 

calculating students showing the highest levels of intrinsic motivation according to the scores.  

As Fulmer and Frijters (2009) explained, multiple data methods must be carefully compared and 

keenly integrated to ensure a reliable and valid measure of motivation. 

Initial questionnaires were collected and analyzed by hand with the scoring scale. Then, 

statistical analysis was conducted with Excel. First, the researcher calculated Cronbach’s 

coefficient alpha for reliability measures validating the internal consistency of both survey 

questionnaires through Microsoft Excel. According to Lavrakas (2008), the alpha should be 

calculated before analyzing data because “specifying alpha after performing an analysis opens up 

the temptation to tailor significance levels to fit the results” (p. 18). The researcher calculated the 

alpha before analyzing the data to provide validity in the analysis further. Following the alpha 

results analysis, the survey questionnaires’ interval data were further analyzed with criterion-
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related validity measures to examine total scores. These measures included descriptive statistical 

analysis in Microsoft Excel, identifying means for identifying central tendency and standard 

deviations to describe the scales. In addition, a multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) 

was used to compare variables from the survey questionnaire data. Once the first analysis stage 

was complete, data results were used to identify the participants for the next steps.   

Through quantitative data analysis using descriptive statistical analysis, the researcher 

analyzed the results using Microsoft Excel to compute descriptive statistics. Statistical analysis 

included descriptive statistics, Pearson correlations, reliability analysis, and confirmatory factor 

analysis. Analyzing the quantitative Likert scale survey questionnaires gave value to the 

qualitative data measuring motivation. Once the survey questionnaire results were analyzed and 

students were identified as those with high scores indicating higher levels across motivational 

scales, they became the focus group for the remainder of the study. 

The subsequent analysis stage followed interview data collection, including 

transcriptions, notes, artifacts, and emoji reactions. During this stage, the researcher created 

themes identified in the interview analysis. Pessi (2004) explained how the phenomenological 

approach recognized the multi-facedness of motivation focusing on interconnections and diverse 

ways humans experience this phenomenon. Individual themes for motivation were derived 

during the analysis stage since they are student created in the process of data collection (Fulmer 

& Frijters, 2009). 

First, the transcriptions of the interviews were read in their entirety to gain a sense of the 

broad themes. Transcription reading was followed by distinguishing significant elements of the 

construct (i.e., motivation) in individual statements. Next, the researcher formulated the 

individual statements into overall meanings, which were then reduced to themes. Finally, these 
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themes were synthesized into an overall narrative description of the phenomena, which aided in 

creating models of motivational orientations (Creswell, 1998; Pessi, 2004).  

After the second data collection was conducted during interviews, qualitative data 

analysis consisted of hand coding and computer software. As seen in Figure 6, the researcher 

used “winnowing down” procedures for data analysis (Creswell & Clark, 2004). Following the 

interviews, the researcher conducted an exploratory factor analysis, creating factors as they 

emerged from the transcripts. Meaning emerged from the students’ interpretations, perceptions, 

and narratives shared in the data collection. “Phenomenological analysis involves inductive 

rather than deductive analysis allowing themes to emerge from the interview data, and not 

allowing researcher bias and assumptions to guide the interpretation of data collections” 

(Shedivy, 2004; Fulmer & Frijters, 2009). For a thorough interpretation, the researcher 

conducted inductive analysis first and then deductive. The researcher must practice reflexivity 

while analyzing data to ensure a valid interpretation. The researcher remained aware of the 

importance of acknowledging data expectations and unexpected results. Marton (1986) explained 

how researchers conclude with descriptive categories taken from a more extensive contextual 

understanding, and once they are decontextualized, they may prove relevant in additional 

contexts. The researcher was cognizant that the study might provide unexpected themes valuable 

for the same themes considerably in other contexts. This qualitative data analysis examining 

intrinsic motivation factors in an online learning classroom was transcribed and coded, looking 

for significant themes, subthemes, and outliers. 
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Figure 6 

Data Analysis Procedures: “Winnowing Down” (Creswell, & Clark, 2004) 

 

Interview analysis required the assistance of qualitative data analysis coding software. 

Coding data analysis for the phenomenological study included analyzing interview data by hand 

and using MAXQDA software with inductive and deductive approaches. This study required a 

structured approach, “analyzing the data for significant phrases, developing meanings and 

clustering them into themes, and presenting an exhaustive description of the phenomenon” 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 202). Data collection in the study was mostly from interviews that 

required timely transcriptions and analysis looking for themes. The phenomenological study 

researched an experience through individual interviews requiring extensive time and field notes. 

The extensive interview data required multiple transcriptions with the need to check for 

accuracy. While offering a full-featured transcription tool, MAXQDA software also offered a 

variety of visual features for creating diagrams and concept maps. These tools were 
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advantageous for analysis, offering additional visual tools and user-friendliness. MAXQDA 

offers intuitive software where actions are always clearly found (Silver & Lewins, 2020). User-

friendliness was essential for saving time and accurately using the software.   

Besides the use of computer software, the researcher also initially analyzed the interview 

data by hand. Although this data could be analyzed using computer software, experts initially 

advise manual coding. “The primary goal of the researchers during the data analysis process in a 

phenomenological study is to deduce meaning out of the themes identified through initial 

manual coding” (Sage Research Methods Database, 2019). Manual coding allowed the 

researcher a more personalized approach to see the whole picture of the phenomenon being 

studied and identify themes before the vulnerability of limitations sometimes created in 

computer software analysis.   

 The researcher initially prepared and organized the data into digital files. Comparisons 

across multiple interview participants are “enabled or hindered by initial file organization” 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 186). MAXQDA was used to upload audio transcripts, 

questionnaires, and survey data. After data organization, the researcher carefully read all 

transcripts and field notes while memoing interpretive details. Memos are evidence of reader 

synthesis and descriptive summaries of the data (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Memoing was 

practiced throughout the analysis process while tracking the evolution of codes and themes, as 

recommended by Creswell and Poth. Following the reading analysis and memoing, the 

researcher divided the texts into segments to describe student experiences developed into 

themes. These segments were labeled, described, and classified into 30-40 codes. Next, the 

researcher examined these codes for overlaps or redundant information. Once these codes were 

reduced to 20-25 codes, the information was classified which takes “the text or qualitative 
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information apart and looking for categories, themes, or dimensions of information” (Creswell 

& Poth, 2018, p. 194). By collapsing the codes and categorizing the data into five to seven 

themes in the final winnowing stage, the data provided a “manageable set of themes to write into 

a narrative” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 194). Identified themes contributed to the descriptive 

analysis for the final narrative explaining the results. 

The artifacts were categorized the same way as the interview data, looking for 

similarities, trends, or differences in artifact results based on words, colors, and images found in 

their CSI drawing task. The emoji responses were also analyzed with a quantitative approach 

running statistical commands to identify patterns across student responses. Once interviews, 

artifacts, and emojis were analyzed, the researcher sought correlations between these results and 

the subscales in the initial survey questionnaire. In addition, i-Ready math and English language 

arts assessment scores were analyzed comparatively to growth scores significant to high 

performance in national and state norms. Comparative analysis also examined students’ 

experiences with intrinsic motivation learning online and their i-Ready assessment scores. 

During data analysis, the researcher sought research team feedback to ensure accuracy 

while including alternative perceptions to increase interpretive reliability. Valid measurement 

makes “valid data, but validity itself depends on the collective opinion of researchers” (Bernard 

& Ryan, 2003, p. 104). Practicing intercoder reliability by having others check the researcher’s 

work during all analysis steps was conducted and critical to ensure better accuracy and 

validation. All measurements were administered during the second trimester of the 2022-2023 

school year. During the projected two-month research process, as seen in Figure 7, data 

collection began in January 2023, and the final data analysis was completed by the end of 

February 2023. Questionnaires, interviews, artifact collections, and assessments were conducted 
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during these months. Data was then analyzed, looking for significant patterns, trends, and 

findings revealing evidence to understand better the effects of STD-based learning strategies on 

the effectiveness of online learning. These results were examined to evaluate evidence 

supporting the relevant impacts of intrinsically motivating elementary school students to 

improve their academic performance. 

Figure 7 

Research Data Collection & Analysis Timeline 

 

Note. Research timeline dates were predictions dependent on factors that were subject to change 

such as IRB approval times and data collection participant availability dates.  

Ethical Issues 

Ethical principles are evident in the procedures stated earlier in this chapter, subtitled 

Research Data Security. The ethical considerations for this study included maintaining 

confidentiality with all research, participant anonymity, debriefing all parties involved in the 

research with full disclosure of research intent and procedures, and the assurance of informed 
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consent and voluntary participation. Additional procedures were utilized consistent with ethical 

research methods protecting all participants while ensuring their privacy and safety.  

 Ethical competency is crucial for conducting all research, especially regarding collecting 

data from vulnerable populations. Vulnerable research subjects include children, the participant 

population currently needing representation in research for online learning. Federal regulations 

require that IRBs give special consideration to protecting vulnerable subjects, such as children, 

prisoners, pregnant women, mentally disabled persons, or economically or educationally 

disadvantaged persons (NIH, n.d.). Considering children as research subjects, the IRB must 

ensure safeguards are in place to protect this vulnerable population. 

 The researcher took the necessary preparations and research protocols to meet the 

safeguards mandated by the IRB to protect child participants best. IRBs must determine if the 

study meets the regulatory and ethical measures to protect children’s rights and welfare. IRBs 

might question if including a vulnerable group is necessary and if safety precautions have been 

taken (Gordon, 2020, p. 38). Safeguards for children participants include parental permission, 

child assent, and restrictions on risk. The researcher obtained written permission from the legal 

guardians of the child participants and allowed the children to be included in the decision-

making process, even with verbal communication. It is important to note that if a parent provided 

permission, the child still knew it was their choice to participate in the research conducted.  

Each child participant was informed throughout the research process that they might 

choose to participate no longer. In line with the postulation of Berson et al. (2019) in their study, 

this study believes that gaining the child’s consent, regardless of age, is necessary to act ethically 

and responsibly. Even if children’s consent is granted, the researcher maintained open 

communication and ongoing consent from the parents. Parental communication with consenting 
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parents consisted of reminder emails for upcoming student participation, follow-up messages 

after the completion of interactions, and reminders that they or their child may opt out of the 

study at any time. Ongoing communication with parents provided complete transparency for all 

participants and parents. As explained in this chapter, safety measures were implemented while 

following the privacy and protection of all names and information considered during the 

research.  

 While ensuring these safeguards are in place, it is also critical to maintain mindfulness in 

the role of interviewer, considering the different mindsets and maturity of the child interviewed. 

Gordon (2020) explained that based on variations in child maturity levels, “all children are 

vulnerable because they lack the fully developed capacity for autonomous decision-making that 

comes with developmental maturity” (p. 35). The researcher’s experience and competency of 

previous work with children the same ages as the participants were necessary to conduct a 

nonbiased approach to interviewing and recording data while at the same time capable of 

providing a safe and comfortable environment for them. The researcher did not influence the 

child’s responses and, at the same time, ensured safety, comfort, and, when needed, 

interpretation for clear communication. In addition, all participants were informed that they may 

discontinue participating in the study at any time and that all personal data would be deleted and 

destroyed immediately upon opting out.  

 The researcher conducting interviews ensured safety measures for the participants as a 

validated staff members from their school site. While providing comfort to parents and children, 

knowing the interviewer was a school staff member, this identification also displayed researcher 

bias. While having some bias due to knowledge of students’ schools and teachers, the researcher 

simultaneously had experience with and access to working online in the same environment the 
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students were interviewed. In addition, they had years of experience studying and working with 

children the same age as the participants gave the researcher bias in perspective. However, at the 

same time, this knowledge was necessary to know the best way to communicate clearly and 

safely with a child. These authors suggested a phenomenological approach to research as one 

way to ensure research safety with children better. Creswell and Poth (2018) wrote that, 

“Conducting interviews seems less intrusive in phenomenological projects than in high-level 

case studies” (p. 176). This less intrusive method helped gain children’s perspectives based on 

the interview questions but also allowed the freedom to choose to answer questions. Familiarity 

with the interviewer provided a less intrusive method for data collection, with the vulnerable 

participants needing total ethical safety measures.  

 Taking a qualitative phenomenological approach provides a research plan consistent with 

allowing ethical research, honest data collection, and valid results. In congruence with necessary 

safeguards for child participants, the methodology for designing how research is done is just as 

crucial as ensuring ethical principles. Qualitative research is a more consistent research approach 

supportive of ensuring child safety. The researcher must maintain “an acceptance that they own 

children’s knowledge of their worlds and that they are the experts in knowing and recording their 

worlds” (Burke, 2005, p. 31). Careful notetaking while remaining honest and nonbiased with 

recording data were imperative for valid research results. Throughout the research steps, it was 

critical to “remain mindful of my position as an adult researcher, and of children’s marginalized 

position in society, to help ensure that the findings and analysis best represent the children’s 

perceptions of their experiences” (Berson et al., 2019, p. 6). This research plan stemmed from 

clear and transparent preparation for careful implementation and data recording with all 

participants. Safe and accurate storage of all methods, materials, and participant information is 
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essential to maintaining ethical research. Implementing safeguarding measures mandated by IRB 

in combination with suggested competencies necessary for valid data recording provided the 

researcher granted permission to interview children. Conducting research with child participants 

has the potential for discovering valuable information with an incredible opportunity for hearing 

the voices of those who matter to what motivates them with online learning.  

 The truth of the child’s reality and hearing their perception needed to be added to the 

current research on online learning. With a careful and well-planned methodology created with 

safeguards for all participants, research with children participants allowed an exciting 

opportunity to examine what makes children intrinsically motivated to learn online. Children 

must be heard when identifying and designing impactful changes to improve our public 

education system. It takes a competent and mindful researcher to conduct meaningful and ethical 

research proven to be humane and valid. The “more reliable safeguard is provided by the 

presence of an intelligent, informed, conscientious, compassionate, responsible investigator” 

(Beecher, 2001, p. 372). By conducting ethical competence throughout all the steps of research, 

the principles of ethics were maintained, and children’s voices were heard. 

Summary 

With advancements in educational settings continuously expanding with more and more 

students learning on the Internet, motivating them to learn online is a critical factor for educators 

to consider and cultivate for successful e-learning. Now that online learning has become a norm 

in our society and is offered in most cities and school districts, education needs to meet these 

learners fully prepared with the best instructional practices to facilitate the ideal learning 

environment to reach their full academic potential. With unlimited resources available to the 

distance learning instructor and universal ways to connect with diverse populations through the 
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Internet, online learning can expand learning opportunities beyond the limiting conditions of a 

traditional classroom. The online classroom, if created in a positive motivational way, meeting 

the needs of all types of learners, can provide students with unlimited opportunities to reach their 

highest levels of learning. The study sought to explore how elementary students experience 

intrinsic motivation in learning online with the possibility of exemplifying a successful 

educational alternative to traditional schooling. Students experiencing intrinsic motivation to 

learn successfully online demonstrate new educational opportunities for participating in a 

limitless environment amid the current online learning revolution. 
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS 

This study sought to explore the experience of intrinsic motivation in online learning. 

Quantitative data collections were conducted to better understand this phenomenon. The research 

data revealed answers in support of the study’s four specific research questions: 

1. How do students experience intrinsic motivation in online learning? 

2. How do students describe the experience of intrinsic motivation in online learning? 

3. What intrinsically motivates students in online learning? 

4. How does the experience of intrinsic motivation relate to student academic 

performance?   

Mixed methods of data collection, along with intricate and detailed analysis of collected 

student data, provided ample information to answer the four research questions. Students 

experience intrinsic motivation to learn with positive words of recognition, individualized 

learning instruction, personalized feedback, and internalized feelings of capability and 

accomplishment. The study revealed multiple students’ perceptions that contributed to 

meaningful data synthesized into an authentic description of how students experience the 

phenomenon of intrinsic motivation while learning online.  

 The purpose of this study was to explore the experience of elementary students with 

intrinsic motivation while learning online while also identifying any potential links to academic 

performance. To achieve this purpose, the researcher collected and analyzed students’ authentic 

perceptions of motivation and online learning, as well as their current academic performance in 

ELA and math i-Ready assessments. This chapter presents a descriptive analysis of the study, 

including demographics, a survey questionnaire, and interview results, as well as an i-Ready 

academic assessment correlational analysis. 
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Participant Demographics 

Based on parent and student responses to requests for voluntary participants, only 30 of 

the 117 possible participants responded with written consent to participate from the parents and 

students. Of the 30 volunteers, five students were excluded from the study because they did not 

fully complete or submit the survey questionnaire. The final participant total was 25 students 

from grades first through sixth. Table 4 includes demographic information from the student 

volunteers who participated in the initial data collection stage and completed the survey 

questionnaires examining intrinsic motivation while learning online. 

Table 4 

Participants’ Demographic Statistics: Gender, Age, and Grade Level 

  Participants                        Gender                         Age                         Grade Level  

       P01                                  Male                              7                                   First                                                  

       P02                                Female                             7                                Second             

       P03                                Female                             8                                Second 

       P04                                  Male                              9                                  Third                                 

       P05                                Female                             9                                  Third 

       P06                                Female                             9                                  Third 

       P07                                  Male                              9                                   Third 

       P08                                Female                            9                                  Fourth 

       P09                                  Male                             11                                  Fifth 

       P10                                  Male                             11                                  Fifth 

       P11                                  Male                             10                                  Fifth 

       P12                                  Male                             11                                  Fifth 
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       P13                                  Male                             11                                  Sixth 

       P14                                Female                           11                                  Sixth 

       P15                                Female                            7                                 Second 

       P16                                Female                            7                                 Second 

       P17                                Female                           11                                  Sixth 

       P18                                  Male                             7                                 Second 

       P19                                  Male                            12                                  Sixth 

       P20                                Female                           7                                 Second                    

       P21                                  Male                             9                                 Fourth   

       P22                                Female                           7                                 Second 

       P23                                  Male                             7                                   First 

       P24                                  Male                            11                                 Sixth 

       P25                                  Male                            10                                 Fifth 
  

Participants included in the study were comprised of students from each grade level in 

first grade through sixth grade, as seen in Figure 8. The highest percentage of participants were 

in second grade, equaling 28% (n = 7) of the total of 25 participants. From the total (n = 25), 

56% of participants were male and 44% female, ranging from ages seven to 13. Student 

participants included a wide range of mixed ages from six different grade levels, which provided 

a valuable sample population representative of elementary students.  
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Figure 8 

Percentages of Grade Level Participants 

 

After analyzing the demographic data of the participants, the researcher determined that 

these students were appropriate for exploring the experience of intrinsic motivation among 

elementary-age students based on the criterion sampling necessary for a phenomenological 

study. Purposeful sampling determined elementary students spanning different grade levels 

would allow for multiple age perspectives of online learning necessary for exploring the 

phenomenon of intrinsic motivation. 

Quantitative Data Analysis 

The study incorporated quantitative research methods, including the analysis of survey 

questionnaires, interview emoji responses, and correlational analysis of i-Ready English 

language arts and math assessments. To ensure the most valid way of conducting a multimethod 

triangulation data analysis, the quantitative research was conducted and analyzed at different 

times during the research phases.  
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 The first phase included quantitative data analysis, which helped to inform subsequent 

data collections and interpretations in the final analysis stages. This approach ensured that each 

data result contributed to the meaning and direction of the next phase, resulting in a 

comprehensive and integrated analysis of the study’s findings. 

The OLIMI and BPNS-OL Survey Questionnaires 

The analysis began with the coding of the data gathered from the administration of the 

two-part survey questionnaire, including the OLIMI and the BPNS-OL Likert scales. This 

preliminary data analysis was required to determine evidence of students experiencing intrinsic 

motivation while learning online.  

The typical time to complete the two-part survey questionnaire was approximately 24 

minutes, with a 100% completion rate for the finalized 25 participants (n = 25) in the study. The 

OLIMI and the BPNS-OL survey questionnaires both consisted of 21 items plus two open-ended 

questions, for a total of 42 Likert-type questions and four open-ended questions. Initial accuracy 

scores were conducted with both survey results based on Cronbach’s Alpha formula, which 

measures the internal consistency of each survey questionnaire. Completed survey questionnaires 

for the OLIMI and the BPNS-OL both produced an accuracy score as measured by Cronbach’s 

Alpha of α = 0.68 for the surveys. Both values of α = 0.68 indicated a reasonable degree of 

dependability. Alpha measures between 0.6 and 0.7 indicate an acceptable level of reliability 

(Hulin et al., 2001). After validating the accuracy of each questionnaire, the scores were 

analyzed further using computations made in Excel. Descriptive statistics, frequencies, and 

Pearson correlations between the two questionnaire results were computed and evaluated. 

The results of this analysis of the questionnaires indicated that all participants had 

experienced intrinsic motivation, as evidenced by their final scores. Final scores revealed a  
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participant score range of 21.9 as the lowest score total and 41.25 as the highest score. Table 5 

displays individual participant score results for the OLIMI and BPNS-OL, as well as their total 

score. Results indicated the higher the score (the highest being 42), the more intrinsic motivation 

a student experienced. 

Table 5 

Final Scores for the Survey Questionnaire Indicating Intrinsic Motivation 

Participants               OLIMI Score                  BPNS-OL Score                        Total  
                             Points Possible 1-21         Points Possible 1-21         Points Possible 2-42                                                         
P1                                    21                                       20.25                                   41.25 

P2                                  13.9                                      10.6                                     24.5          

P3                                  18.6                                       17                                       35.6 

P4                                  16.2                                      13.7                                     29.9 

P5                                  16.6                                      13.4                                       30 

P6                                  18.6                                      18.7                                     37.3 

P7                                  16.8                                       15                                       31.8 

P8                                  13.5                                      15.7                                     29.2 

P9                                  16.9                                      18.7                                     35.6 

P10                                13.5                                      14.2                                     27.7 

P11                                17.7                                      17.4                                     35.1 

P12                                17.1                                      15.4                                     32.5 

P13                                12.9                                      15.5                                     28.4 

P14                                12.1                                      16.9                                       29 

P15                                9.4                                        12.5                                     21.9 

P16                               13.5                                       15.4                                     28.9 
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P17                               16.5                                       19.8                                     36.3 

P18                               16.6                                       11.7                                     28.3 

P19                               17.7                                       18.6                                     36.3 

P20                               14.8                                       13.7                                     28.5 

P21                               14.7                                        15                                       29.5 

P22                                16                                         13.7                                     29.7 

P23                               17.8                                       16.2                                      34 

P24                              18.1                                        15.4                                     33.5 

P25                              16.2                                        16.9                                     33.1                         
Note. The OLIMI included four subscales measuring intrinsic motivation. The subscales 

included interest/enjoyment, perceived competence, perceived choice, and pressure/tension. The 

range did not include the factor pressure/tension which is presented in a separate scale. The 

pressure/tension category negates evidence of intrinsic motivation. 

 Further quantitative analysis was conducted to explore detailed explanations of student 

experiences with intrinsically motivating factors revealed through the different subcategories in 

each survey questionnaire based on SDT factors of intrinsic motivation. The OLIMI scored 

students’ responses according to the subcategories: interest/enjoyment, perceived competence, 

perceived choice, and pressure/tension. 

Descriptive Statistics for the OLIMI 

Averages for the OLIMI complete participant score in each subscale are indicated in 

Table 6. Scaled interest/enjoyment scores were especially significant, revealing the highest level 

of experiences with intrinsic motivation. The interest/enjoyment subscale is a self-report of 

intrinsic motivation (Center for Determination Theory, 2022). Interest/enjoyment scores were 

defined by reverse scoring and averaging the total number of student responses to 42 statements 
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on a scale of 1-7, with response categories including four subscales: interest/enjoyment, 

perceived choice, perceived competence, and pressure/tension. The averages within the 

categories were based on a scale of 1-7. Each item’s answer choice ranged from 1 (not at all 

true), 4 (somewhat true), and 7 (very true).  

Table 6 

Descriptive Statistics for the OLIMI  

Subscales                                            Mean                Standard Deviation                     Range 
                                                                                              (n = 25)                             (n = 25) 
Interest/Enjoyment Total Score          5.84                            1.04                                  2.9 
 
Perceived Competence Total Score    5.47                            0.88                                  3.0 
 
Perceived Choice Total Score             4.54                            1.56                                 6.0      
 
Pressure/Tension Total Score             2.56                            1.17                                 4.8   

Note: The OLIMI included four categorized subscales (Interest/Enjoyment, Perceived 

Competence, Perceived Choice, and Pressure/Tension). The number of questions for each 

category included seven questions for scoring interest/enjoyment, five for perceived competence, 

five for perceived choice, and five for pressure/tension. Except for a lower level of pressure or 

tension indicative of intrinsic motivation, all totals indicated higher rates of the subscale 

experienced, indicating higher levels of intrinsic motivation. 

All participants (n = 25) indicated levels of interest and enjoyment, with the lowest score 

being 4.1 (n = 1) and the highest score being seven (n = 7). As seen in Figure 9, 28% of students 

scored the highest score possible for interest/enjoyment. The OLIMI scores indicated that 

interest and enjoyment were the highest subcategory of experiencing intrinsic motivation (M = 

5.85, SD = 1.04). Students experienced high levels of intrinsic motivation with feelings of 

interest and enjoyment in class. Examples of how they experienced interest and enjoyment 

included positive peer relationships while feeling welcomed and supported in their class. 
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Figure 9 

Students’ OLIMI Scores for Interest/Enjoyment (n = 25) 

 

 

Note. The horizontal trendline illustrates the mean of 5.85. 

The pressure/tension scale revealed negative results in opposition to intrinsic motivation, 

revealing that pressure and tension while learning online are inversely related to positive learning 

outcomes as measured by increased in scores. In other words, when students felt pressure or 

tension, motivation was lacking. As observed in Figure 9, 20% of the students out of the total 

participants (n = 25) experienced pressure and tension, as indicated by the scale scores of one to 

seven. Most students (80%) experienced low pressure and tension levels, indicating possible 

feelings of safety and comfort in their online classes. Several students expressed feeling relaxed 

and comfortable learning online from their home setting. Students’ responses also revealed a 

range from one being the lowest to 5.8 being the highest score for pressure/tension. Thirty-two 
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percent of students (n = 8) scored between one and 1.6, 28% of students (n = 7) scored between 

2.2 and 2.8, 28% of students (n = 7) scored between three and 3.4, and 12% of students (n = 3) 

scored between 4 and 5.8. 

Figure 10 

OLIMI Pressure/Tension Score Results (n = 25) 

 

Descriptive Statistics for the BPNS-OL 

The BPNS-OL complete participant score averages in each subscale are indicated in 

Table 7. Averages were based on a scale of 1-7 within the autonomy, competence, and 

relatedness subscales. Each item’s answer choice ranged from 1 (not at all true), 4 (somewhat 

true), and 7 (very true). According to the results, all students (n = 25) experienced a level of 

autonomy, competence, and relatedness, with autonomy being the lowest (M = 4.66, SD = 1.09) 

and relatedness being the highest (M = 5.62, SD = 0.97).  
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Table 7 

Descriptive Statistics for the BPNS-OL (n = 25) 

          Subscales                         Mean                   Standard Deviation                    Range                                                                                                                 
 
Autonomy Total Score               4.66                                 1.09                                      4.7 
 
Competence Total Score            5.41                                 1.07                                      3.9 
 
Relatedness Total Score             5.62                                 .97                                        4.0 

Note. Each categorical scale score point value was 1-7, with 7 being the highest score. 

The relatedness scaled scores were specifically significant, revealing the most 

outstanding experience with intrinsic motivation among the three subscales. As seen in Figure 

11, out of the total students (n = 25), 48% (n = 12) scored between six and seven, indicating the 

highest levels on the relatedness scale. The most common subcategory of experiencing intrinsic 

motivation, according to the PBNS-OL, was relatedness (M = 5.62, SD = 0.97). 

Figure 11 

BPNS-OL Relatedness Score Results (n = 25) 

 

Note. The horizontal trendline illustrates the mean of 5.62. 
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Correlational Analysis of the OLIMI and BPNS 

A Pearson correlation coefficient was computed to assess the linear relationship between 

the OLIMI total scores in each subcategory, including interest/enjoyment, perceived competence, 

perceived choice, and BPNS-OL scores for autonomy, competence, and relatedness. See Table 8 

for specific correlational data. There was a moderately positive correlation between the OLIMI 

perceived choice score and the OLIMI perceived competence, r(24) = 0.40, p = 0.04. The 

OLIMI perceived competence score and the BPNS-OL autonomy score were strongly correlated, 

r(24) = 0.56, p = 0.002. The OLIMI perceived competence and the BPNS-OL relatedness scores 

were moderately correlated; in other words, r(24) = 0.46, p = 0.02. The OLIMI perceived choice 

scores and the BPNS relatedness scores were also moderately correlated, r(24) = 0.39, p = 0.04. 

The BPNS-OL autonomy scores positively correlated with the BPNS-OL relatedness scores, 

r(24) = 0.45, p = 0.02. 

Table 8 

Pearson Correlations Between OLIMI and BPNS-OL Factors of Intrinsic Motivation (n = 25) 

   Variables                                                1             2            3             4            5            6        
 
OLIMI Interest/Enjoyment Score             -       
 
OLIMI Perceived Competence Score     .57             -         
 
OLIMI Perceived Choice Score             .37           .04*             - 
 
BPNS-OL Autonomy Score                   .94           .002**       .07            - 
 
BPNS-OL Competence Score                .24           .29             .11          .39           - 
  
BPNS-OL Relatedness Score                 .95           .02*           .04*        .02*       .05         -   

Note.  *p < .05. ** p < .01. 

The quantitative analysis of the survey questionnaires revealed participants experiencing 

intrinsic motivation while showing various levels according to the data results. According to the 
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final survey questionnaire scores, all 25 participants revealed a percentage of intrinsic 

motivation. Therefore, the 25 participants qualified to participate in the interviews exploring 

students who have experienced intrinsic motivation while learning online. 

Interview Emoji Response: Quantitative Results 

Emoji responses used during interviews had minor significance because only 12% of 

participants (n = 3) used emojis in addition to their verbal responses while communicating their 

answers to interview questions. See Table 9 for the three participants’ specific interview 

questions and emoji responses. Allowing students to use emojis gave them additional choices for 

responding nonverbally, which is vital for younger populations (Riley, 2001). Despite the low 

number of uses, students did acknowledge that the option was available at the beginning of each 

interview. All students were familiar with using emoji responses while participating in Zoom. 

Table 9 

Participant Emoji Responses Used During Interviews (n = 25)    

Participant & Grade Level              Interview Questions           Emoji Response        Meaning                                    

P16    Second Grade                 Q1 What do you enjoy most               👍                   Good, like,         
                                                        about learning online?                                             yes, or                                       
                                                                                                                                     thumbs up 
 
 
P18    Second Grade                 Q1 What do you enjoy most               😂                    Funny or                                                                         
                                                       about learning online?                                            pleasing                                                                             
 
 
 
P25     Fifth Grade                    Q11 Do you ever get to                      😊                    Genuine                   
                                                      choose which activities                                          happiness                            
                                                      to do or is it always the                                           positive 
                                                          teacher’s choice?                                                feelings                                           
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A final quantitative data analysis was conducted to seek answers to the research question:  

How does the experience of intrinsic motivation relate to student academic performance? How 

does the experience of intrinsic motivation relate to student academic performance? Previously 

mentioned results indicated that students’ perceptions of experience with motivation and 

academic achievements were evident with individualized instructional support and diverse 

subject and lessons offered. The students perceived motivation to learn with exciting content in 

lessons and flexibility with assignment completion timeframes. A correlational analysis was 

conducted between the survey questionnaire’s total final scores and individual student scores 

from district i-Ready ELA and math assessments. 

Correlational Analysis of Survey Scores and i-Ready Assessments 

The final quantitative analysis compared the survey questionnaire OLIMI and BPNS 

subcategory scores to mid-year i-Ready ELA and math assessment data. The final scores for the 

42-point survey questionnaire responses were compared to the i-Ready ELA and math growth 

scores by conducting a Pearson correlation. This analysis assessed the linear relationship 

between intrinsic motivation and academic performance according to i-Ready stretch growth.  

Results of the analysis between the combined total scores, including all subcategories in 

the OLIMI and BPNS-OL and i-Ready ELA and math stretch growth scores, are seen in Table 

10. The final OLIMI and BPNS-OL scores and the i-Ready ELA and Math stretch growth scores 

only showed correlations between the i-Ready ELA and Math growth scores. The correlation 

between ELA and Math i-Ready stretch growth scores was strong, with r(24) = 0.83, p = 1.72e-

7. Total survey questionnaire scores had a weak negative correlation with ELA stretch growth 

scores,  r(24) = -0.30, p = 0.13. There was also a weak correlation between the Math stretch 

growth scores, with r(24) = -0.20, p = 0.32. 



  142 

 
Table 10 

Correlational Analysis Between Survey Questionnaire Scores and i-Ready ELA and Math 

Assessments (n = 25) 

   Variables                                                1             2            3                    
OLIMI & BPNS Total Score                     -          
                                                                                                                                                  
ELA i-Ready Stretch Growth                  .13             - 
 
Math i-Ready Stretch Growth                 .32        1.72e-7**   -                                                                                                                    

Note.  *p < .05. ** p < .01. 

Further correlational analysis was performed between the subcategories in both the 

OLIMI and BPNS-OL with the i-Ready ELA and math assessment scores. The Pearson 

correlation between ELA i-Ready growth scores and each OLIMI subcategory score, including 

interest/enjoyment, perceived competence, perceived choice, and pressure/tension, ELA i-Ready 

growth scores were weakly correlated with interest/enjoyment r(24) = 0.09, p = 0.64, perceived 

competence r(24) = -0.37, p = 0.06, perceived choice r(24) = -0.12, p = 0.56, and 

pressure/tension, r(24) = 0.25, p = 0.22 (Table 11). 

Table 11 

Pearson Correlations Between OLIMI Subcategory Scores and ELA i-Ready Growth Scores (n = 

25) 

   Variables                                                  1             2            3             4            5                    
ELA i-Ready Growth Scores                       -       
 
OLIMI Interest/Enjoyment Score              .64             -         
 
OLIMI Perceived Competence Score        .06          .57            - 
 
OLIMI Perceived Choice Score                .56          .37          .04*           - 
 
OLIMI Pressure/Tension Score                 .22          .11          .04*          .11         -    

Note:  *p < .05. ** p < .01. 
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An additional correlation was conducted between the OLIMI subcategories and the i-

Ready math growth scores, as seen in Table 12. Math i-Ready growth scores were weakly 

correlated with all OLIMI subcategories: interest/enjoyment, r(24) = 0.19, p = 0.35; perceived 

competence, r(24) = -0.30, p = 0.14; perceived choice, r(24) = 0.06, p = 0.74; and 

pressure/tension, r(24) = 0.33, p = 0.10.  

Table 12 

Pearson Correlations Between OLIMI Subcategory Scores and Math i-Ready Growth Scores (n 

= 25) 

   Variables                                                  1             2            3             4            5                    
 
Math i-Ready Growth Scores                      -       
 
OLIMI Interest/Enjoyment Score             .35             -         
 
OLIMI Perceived Competence Score      .14           .57            - 
 
OLIMI Perceived Choice Score               .74           .37         .04*           - 
 
OLIMI Pressure/Tension Score               .10           .11         .04*          .11           -  

Note.  *p < .05. ** p < .01. 

Another correlational analysis was conducted, like the previously mentioned math 

analysis. This analysis was with the i-Ready assessments and the subcategories of the OLIMI.As 

seen in Table 13, ELA i-Ready growth scores were computed to assess relationships with 

subcategory scores from the BPNS-OL, including autonomy, competence, and relatedness. The 

ELA i-Ready score had weak correlations with autonomy scores r(24) = -0.32, p = 0.11, and 

competence scores r(24) = -0.10, p = 0.61. The correlation between ELA i-Ready growth and 

relatedness scores was moderately negative, with r(24) = -0.44, p = 0.02.    
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Table 13 

Pearson Correlations Between BPNS-OL Subcategory Scores and ELA i-Ready Growth Scores 

(n = 25) 

   Variables                                                  1             2            3             4                                
 
ELA i-Ready Growth Scores                       -       
 
BPNS-OL Autonomy Score                      .11             -         
 
BPNS-OL Competence Score                   .61           .04*           - 
 
BPNS-OL Relatedness Score                   .02*          .02*         .05           -  

Note.  *p < .05. ** p < .01. 

The final quantitative correlational analysis with academic assessment scores was 

between math i-Ready growth scores and the subcategories of the BPNS-OL. There were 

moderately weak correlations between math i-Ready growth scores and autonomy scores, r(24) = 

-0.34, p = 0.08, competence scores, r(24) = -0.24, p = 0.23, and relatedness scores r(24) = -0.29, 

p = 0.14 (See Table 14).                    

Table 14 

Pearson Correlations Between BPNS-OL Scores and Math i-Ready Growth Scores (n = 25) 

   Variables                                                  1             2            3             4                                 
 
Math i-Ready Growth Scores                       -       
 
BPNS-OL Autonomy Score                      .08             -         
 
BPNS-OL Competence Score                   .23           .04*           - 
 
BPNS-OL Relatedness Score                   .14            .02*         .05           -  

Note.  *p < .05. ** p < .01. 

While correlations between academic growth and questionnaire scores were weak, there 

were significant correlations between survey score subcategories, indicating levels of experience 
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with intrinsic motivation according to the OLIMI and BPNS-OL results. In addition, answers to 

open-ended questions from the survey questionnaires and interview responses indicated more 

evidence of participants experiencing intrinsic motivation while learning online. Evidence of 

intrinsic motivation is revealed more in the qualitative data analysis findings. 

Findings of Qualitative Research 

Qualitative research results include analysis of open-ended questions and answers from 

survey questionnaires, interview responses, and artifact results. All qualitative data findings were 

analyzed to answer the primary research question: How do students experience intrinsic 

motivation in online learning? All open-ended survey questions and interview questions were 

answered entirely by all 25 student participants. Each participant also completed and explained 

the artifact task in writing and verbally. Each form of qualitative data were coded and analyzed 

using inductive and deductive approaches while maintaining awareness of researcher bias and 

susceptibility to reactivity. Having mindful awareness of susceptibility to bias in data analysis, 

the researcher maintained an open mind throughout the data reduction steps, using brackets to 

“winnow down” the data and eventually collapsing codes into themes (Creswell & Clark, 2004).  

The researcher began the qualitative data analysis by grouping the data into themes found 

through analysis of word and phrase frequencies. While analyzing qualitative data, quantitative 

methods were embedded into the analysis. Utilizing quantitative measures such as frequency 

analysis is known as “quasi-statistics” (Becker, 1970). As Maxwell (2013) noted, it is necessary 

to analyze quantitative and qualitative data for accurate analysis; therefore, this study utilized 

quasi-statistics to analyze the data with precision. While recording the frequency of codes is 

sometimes considered purely quantitative, it does provide detailed findings of the most common 

words or phrases in data responses (Hays & Singh, 2012). Creswell and Poth (2018) explained 
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that using frequencies with qualitative analysis conveys a similar meaning for all responses. 

Using frequencies may eliminate the need for participant-unique individual data needing 

accurate reporting to represent the true phenomenon being explained accurately. Therefore, the 

researcher used deductive and inductive coding approaches before counting frequencies. The 

researcher analyzed the data, searching for codes that best capture the individual participants’ 

experiences. The researcher worked to maintain authenticity by exposing both positive and 

negative factors expressed in the final analysis. 

Then, codes were developed from the findings, producing prevalent themes. In addition, 

the researcher began with themes considered relevant for intrinsic motivation, including SDT’s 

three essential motivation factors. These themes included autonomy, competence, and 

relatedness, which were used as guides for finding relevant correlational data that fit into these 

themes. Once a combination of inductive and deductive coding was established, the researcher 

combined the findings into the three themes—autonomy, competency, and relatedness—with 

four subcategories within each theme.  

Data analysis was differentiated according to the type of data collected to create a rich 

and detailed narration of students’ experiences of intrinsic motivation. Survey questionnaire 

open-ended question responses were collapsed into two categories: intrinsic motivation and 

extrinsic motivation. At the same time, artifact data were analyzed according to students’ 

thoughts and feelings about online learning through frequency analysis. 

Survey Questionnaire: Open-Ended Question Findings 

The first phase of the data analysis included a qualitative analysis of four open-ended 

question responses from the survey questionnaires. The OLIIMI and the BPNS-OL each 

contained two open-ended questions for four questions per survey questionnaire. One hundred 
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percent of student participants responded to the four questions. All participant responses are 

categorized based on intrinsic or extrinsic motivation themes. Defining intrinsic versus extrinsic 

behavior was based on the SDT factors of intrinsic motivation. These factors indicate that 

intrinsic motivational behavior is based on the human need for autonomy, competency, and 

relatedness (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). Intrinsic behavior includes actions done merely for the 

pleasure of doing them, while extrinsic behavior is conducted for an external reward. Responses 

were categorized according to the factor of motivation they represented. Findings from the open-

ended questions in the survey questionnaire contributed to answering the third research question: 

“What intrinsically motivates students in online learning?” 

Analysis of OLIMI Open-Ended Questions 

The OLIMI included two open-ended questions created based on interest and enjoyment 

factor statements within the questionnaire. These themes include teacher, parent, and internal 

influences on motivation. The first question in the OLIMI was, “What motivates you to do your 

schoolwork learning online?” The most frequent response was grades (28%). The least frequent 

responses were “myself” (4%), “to feel successful” (4%), and “for fun” (4%). 28% of 

respondents were intrinsically motivated to do their schoolwork online, while 72% were 

extrinsically motivated (See Table 15). For participant percentages of intrinsically motivated 

students versus extrinsically motivated students, see Figure 12. 
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Table 15 

Thematic Analysis of the Scores from the First Open-Ended Question from the OLIMI  

What motivates you to do your schoolwork online? 
Theme/Response                                                           Total (n = 25)                 % 

Intrinsically Motivated 

Myself                                                                                    1                            4% 

Feel successful                                                                       1                            4% 

To learn                                                                                  2                            8% 

Future success                                                                        2                            8% 

It is fun                                                                                   1                            4% 

Extrinsically Motivated 

Grades                                                                                   7                            28% 

Parents                                                                                   3                           12% 

Teacher                                                                                  2                            8% 

Free time                                                                                3                           12% 

Must                                                                                       1                            4% 

Being home                                                                            2                            8% 
 
Figure 12 

Extrinsic and Intrinsic Factors of Motivation According to Student Responses to the First Open-

Ended Question on the OLIMI: What Motivates You to Do Your Schoolwork Online? 
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The second open-ended question in the OLIMI was based on enjoyment: “What do you 

like most about learning online?” As seen in Table 16, 60% of total students (n = 25) like the 

intrinsic factors of learning online, such as flexibility for time management and learning more. 

Forty percent of students preferred more extrinsic aspects of online learning, such as seeing 

friends and teachers and participating in various academic and enrichment subjects such as 

reading, math, and art (See Figure 13).  

Table 16 

Thematic Analysis of Scores from the Second Open-Ended Question from the OLIMI 

What do you like most about learning online? 
Theme/Response                                                             Total (n = 25)                 %                                                                                             

Intrinsically Motivated 

Able to work independently                                                     1                             4% 

Flexibility of time management                                               5                            20% 

Feel safe                                                                                   1                             4% 

Learning more things                                                               4                            16% 

Comfortable at home                                                               1                             4% 

Learn better online                                                                   3                            12% 

Extrinsically Motivated 

Friends                                                                                     1                             4% 

Teacher                                                                                    1                             4% 

Art                                                                                            2                             8% 

Writing                                                                                     2                             8% 

Math                                                                                         2                             8% 

Reading                                                                                    1                             4% 

ELA (English Language Arts)                                                 1                             4% 
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Figure 13 

Extrinsic and Intrinsic Factors of Motivation According to Student Responses to the Second 

Open-Ended Question: What Do You Like Most About Online Learning? 

 

 

Analysis of BPNS-OL Open-Ended Questions 

The first open-ended question from the BPNS-OL was: Why do you complete your 

assignments for your online class? As Table 17 shows, most student participants (80%) were 

motivated by extrinsic factors, such as grades (28%), having free time later (16%), and parents 

(12%). Fewer participants (12%) were intrinsically motivated, using language like “to learn,” 

“my responsibility,” and “I like it.” Eight percent of participants had no stated reason for 

completing assignments for their online classes.  
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Table 17 

Thematic Analysis of Scores from the First Open-Ended Question from the BPNS-OL  

Why do you complete assignments for your online class? 
Theme/Response                                           Total (n = 25)                 % 

Intrinsically Motivated 

To learn                                                                1                               4% 

My responsibility                                                 1                               4% 

I like it                                                                  1                               4%                                                                        

Extrinsically Motivated 

Grades                                                                  7                                28% 

Parent                                                                   3                                12% 

Teacher                                                                2                                 8% 

I have to                                                               3                                 12% 

Free time later                                                      4                                16% 

Show others I  participate                                     1                                 4% 

No reason                                                             2                                  8% 
 
Figure 14 

Extrinsic and Intrinsic Factors of Motivation According to Student Responses to the First Open-

Ended Question in the BPNS-OL: Why Do You Complete Your Assignments for Your Online 

Class?  
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The second open-ended question from the BPNS-OL was based on feelings of success 

learning online: “What makes you feel successful learning in your online class?” As shown in 

Table 18, total student responses were divided into intrinsic and extrinsic categories. Forty-eight 

percent of students felt successful because of internalized feelings of pleasure or success. Forty-

four felt successful based on external factors such as parent or teacher responses, assignment 

completion, and grades. Eight percent of participants did not know what made them feel 

successful in their online classes. 

Table 18 

Thematic Analysis of Scores from the Second Open-Ended Question from the BPNS-OL 

What makes you feel successful learning in your online class? 
Response                                                 Total (n = 25)                                 % 

Intrinsic 

It makes me happy                                              2                                          8% 

I enjoy it                                                              2                                          8% 

I feel I am doing good                                         4                                         16% 

I feel more confident                                           2                                           8% 

Learning how to read                                          1                                           4% 

When I learn something new                              1                                           4% 

Extrinsic 

People say I know a lot                                       2                                            8%                        

Teacher tells me I am doing good                      4                                           16% 

Parents tell me I am doing good                         1                                            4% 

When I get a question right                                1                                            4% 

Finishing assignments                                        1                                            4% 

Good grades                                                       2                                            8% 

I don’t know                                                       2                                            8% 
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Figure 15 

Extrinsic and Intrinsic Factors of Motivation According to Student Responses to the Second 

Open-Ended Question from the BPNS-OL: What Makes You Feel Successful Learning in Your 

Online Class? 

 

Out of the four open-ended questions on the survey questionnaires, students (44%) 

expressed being more extrinsically motivated than intrinsically motivated to learn. However, a 

more significant majority (48%) expressed more intrinsically motivating factors, indicating 

feelings of success in learning online (See Figure 15). 

Student Interview Analysis and Findings 

The interview questions also allowed participants to answer and explain their experiences 

with online learning according to questions about intrinsic motivation. The questions were based 

on intrinsically motivated behaviors, allowing students to respond with their perceptions, 

feelings, and explanations concerning their experiences with motivation while learning online.  

Interviews were transcribed via Rev in consideration of time rather than the initially 

proposed use of MAXQDA for transcriptions. Rev is an online transcription service. Recording 
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interviews and transcribing the data with Rev allowed rich data collection with verbatim 

transcriptions, resulting in various detailed results that captured the phenomenon’s experience 

(Becker, 1970). MAXQDA was used for data analysis, revealing themes from interview answers 

and explaining how they experienced intrinsic motivation while learning online. The qualitative 

analysis compared the frequency of themes found in students’ responses. Themes were created 

according to word and phrase frequencies relevant to answering the research questions. Themes 

were also categorized according to the SDT factors of autonomy, competency, and relatedness to 

show correlational analysis with the SDT-based interview questions. 

Students used feelings and adjectives to describe the online learning experience. Student 

responses were related to SDT factors of motivation, and the interview questions were created to 

explore topics including autonomy, competency, and relatedness. The three main overarching 

categories of autonomy, competency, and relatedness are themes. The autonomy category 

includes the themes of self-motivation, diverse curriculum, choice, and flexible learning, and 

competency includes the themes of teacher influence, parent influence, recognition, and 

feedback. The relatedness category includes friends, safety, comfort, and support. Each category 

and theme illustrated ways students experienced intrinsic motivation while learning online, 

answering the research question: “How do students describe the experience of intrinsic 

motivation in online learning?” 

Thematic Intrinsically Motivating Influential Factors  

Category 1: Autonomy 

 While learning online, most students expressed their experiences with autonomy by 

providing examples and explanations. Some students experienced less when discussing their lack 

of choice between attending school online versus traditional schooling. Student responses were 
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overwhelmingly expressive of experiencing self-awareness and motivation, contributing to 

interest in a diverse curriculum, choice, and flexibility with instruction. See Table 19 for specific 

quotations revealing students’ experiences categorized into themes of autonomy. 

Theme: Self-Motivation. Students communicated several examples of how they 

experience motivation while articulating self-awareness. As seen in Table 19, several students 

expressed intrinsic motivation, describing success with learning as a “feeling” (Participant 8) 

they get or learning automaticity as “automatic in my head” (Participant 11) learning. Overall 

positive feelings of success and internal drives for wanting to do their best in school are evident 

in descriptions of “hard work,” valuing the importance of school, and recognition of the brain as 

a source of knowledge and understanding. For example, Participant 3 said, “It [studying online] 

makes me smarter, makes me want to graduate.” Students also expressed self-confidence and 

high expectations for themselves, using language like “want to be the best” (Participant 22) and 

“give it my all” (Participant 25). Many students expressed a sense of urgency and excitement to 

learn more, like Participant 1, who stated, “What I like about it [learning online] is that I can 

learn stuff that I have never learned before.” 

Similarly, Participant 4 stated, “Online, we are going to learn a lot.” Each student 

expressed value in learning and the importance of school, indicating that they learn more online. 

They used language like “more technology skills” and “get more knowledge” (Participant 2). 

Students expressed confidence in themselves, with a keen awareness of self-motivation and a 

desire to learn with a value for knowledge. 

Theme: Diverse Curriculum. The students mentioned various lessons and subjects with 

enthusiastic responses and general remarks about enjoying what they learned. Different examples 

of the curriculum the students cited included books on video with recorded narrations, virtual 
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tours of different places, and new technology skills. Participant 12 stated enjoyment with 

learning “new things in technology” (Participant 12). Participant 25 stated, “We get to see things 

virtually,” Participant 11 explained, “Online books sometimes have self-narration, so it adds to 

the effect.” Participant 11 also commented on videos to “help expand my knowledge on math.” 

Arts, crafts, and drawing were explicitly mentioned as critical enjoyment sources while learning 

online, primarily directed drawing. Directed drawing is instructor-guided drawing while students 

follow each step from start to finish. Students enjoy hands-on class projects designed at home 

with materials while being instructed online. Students also favored science-based instruction, 

including planting as well as “historical, social studies, where we learned about new people” 

(Participant 9), geography, and history projects, including “ancient Egypt” (Participant 19), and 

reading online plays with student character parts. Math, reading, and writing were all mentioned 

enthusiastically as favorite subjects enjoyed online. 

Theme: Choice. Another recurring theme in the student interview data were choice. 

Students expressed that their best day learning online was when they could choose their activity. 

Participant 2 stated, “The best day was choosing the directed drawing.” Another student said, 

“When I chose to be the art teacher” (Participant 5). Students noted the importance of choice in 

breakout rooms or with the whole class and working independently or one-on-one. Participant 8 

said, “I like that they let me work with somebody at the end of the day.” Another explained: 

I could go in the breakout room; I can’t hear anything; I could concentrate better. And if 

I want to listen to calming music while I do my work, it wouldn’t bother any other 

students that are in my breakout room because I would just be alone and also because it 

would be quieter. But sometimes with other kids because I sometimes need help. 

(Participant 12)  
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Students enjoyed the option that a breakout room provided. 

The ability to choose to attend school online versus attending a traditional, in-person 

school was also a source of angst for some students. Most participants preferred to attend school 

online, but one student did not because attending school online was her parent’s choice and not 

her preference. This student explained that her mother chose for her to attend school online, but 

she would rather be in her former traditional school where she could be with her “old friends” 

(Participant 20). She continued by explaining that it was not her choice or preference to attend 

school, preferring to attend a traditional in-person school. Having control over their choices with 

the offered options was highly favorable to students. The choice was a source of motivation for 

online students. 

Theme: Flexible Learning. A key motivational factor describing feelings of autonomous 

learning included flexibility in learning related to time. Students expressed more satisfaction 

with the schedule and flexibility for work completion than with the alternative of attending in-

person schooling. “I remember going in person, and I was just really tired when I got home, and 

I just didn’t get enough time in my day” instead of the convenience online (Participant 11). Other 

students expressed enjoying the shorter schedule, stating online learning is “short too, so that’s 

what I like” (Participant 8) and “it’s a little faster” (Participant 14). Many enjoy the flexible 

schedule, which allows them more time to do extracurricular activities. Participant 12 stated, “I 

have time to do my other stuff that I have to do, like go to dance and piano.” Another student 

stated, “What I mostly enjoy about learning online is that it gives me the freedom to continue 

with my sports activities I do outside of school” (Participant 17). This sense of free will was 

expressed by another student, who stated, “I am the happiest because I have the freedom to do 

my work whenever I want” (Participant 19). Time flexibility allows students to make 
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independent decisions about managing their time, an essential component of expressing 

autonomy. 

Table 19 

Thematic Analysis of Interviews: Exploring Students’ Experience Learning Online: Autonomy 

Category                                                     Selected Student Quotations  
   Theme                                                                       
Autonomy 
Self-Motivation               “My strengths are humor because I do actually make people laugh a 

     lot, even myself sometimes. And kindness, because sometimes 
             people are like, “I don’t know about this, what if I can’t do it?” And 

         then I just say, “You can do it.” And I try my best to answer each 
                                          question if I don’t know in a test.” (Participant 8) 
 

                                   “I understood way better than when I used to go in person. And, 
                         also, the kids were kinder than last years. And it was cool 

                                    learning online, and the first day of school I learned a lot of new 
         things in technology and stuff.” (Participant 12) 

 
                                         “My strength as a student is to participate stuff that I know. I 
                                          always try to participate in class math stuff when other kids             
                                          don’t participate.” (Participant 12) 
 

                                “I know that I’m being successful in class is when I’m working  
                    really hard, and I don’t have to second guess myself.”  

                                          (Participant 17) 
 
                                          “My strength is, as a student, is a hard-working student.”           
                                          (Participant 21) 
 
                                        “I’m successful learning it’s my teachers and sometimes it’s just the 

                                          feeling. (Participant 8) 
 

                                 “For me, it’s when I understand something immediately and it’s 
                                         just in a snap instead of having to think for a while. Yeah, when it’s 

                              just automatic in my head, that’s when I know successfully.” 
                                           (Participant 11) 
 

                                 “When I feel confident about whatever we’re doing or after it.” 
                                           (Participant 13) 
 

                                         “My brain tells me all things of class. I did really good at math and 
    ELA. In my mind, I got it.” (Participant 19) 
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                                 “I like learning online we going to learn a lot.” (Participant 4) 
 

                         “The thing that makes me try the best is my math. When  
                        I have to complete something that’s totally important.” 

                                             (Participant 4) 
 

                               “What I like about it is that I can learn stuff that I have never  
                                            learned before.” (Participant 1) 

                                “The best day I ever had learning online, is every day when I  
                                           learn online. I can see my friends and learn.” (Participant 2) 
 

                                     “I think learning online is super great. Then we become smarter 
                                            and smarter.” (Participant 3) 
 
                                           “Whenever I can get my brain bigger and better, and so I can learn 

                     more about how I do things and get my knowledge.”  
                                            (Participant 2) 
 
                                          “It makes me smarter, makes me want to graduate.” (Participant 3) 

                                       “It makes me happy because Zoom, it’s the world’s bestest ever.” 
                                            (Participant 3) 

 
                                           “I feel like I am smart because everyone’s smart in their own way, 

                                      but I don’t get everything. But I feel like I can really try my best 
                                            every day here.” (Participant 11) 
 

                       “I like learning online because it’s fun.” (Participant 16) 
 

                   “Because it makes me happy, and it makes me study.”  
                                           (Participant 16) 
 

                    “I like to learn better, and more stuff.” (Participant 21) 
 

                                          “I want to be the best.” (Participant 22) 
 

“I enjoy doing the work.” (Participant 23) 
 

          “I like just learning new things.” Participant 24) 
 

                                    “I always give it my all and try my hardest for everything I do in 
                                           class.” (Participant 25) 

 
Diverse Curriculum           “I like so many books that read to me.” (Participant 3) 

 
                                 “I got to draw the statues of people who’ve been the President.” 
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                                          (Participant 4) 
 

                                 “I enjoy learning online is math and reading because I can learn  
                                           a lot.” (Participant 5) 
 
                                         “I like most we can draw.” (Participant 6) 
 

                 “The best thing I learn online is math.” (Participant 7) 
 

                               “What I enjoy most learning online is doing arts and crafts and 
                                          drawing.” (Participant 7) 
 

                       “I think the best day was last year when we grew plants.” 
                                          (Participant 9) 
 

                                       “It’s very fun to learn, especially in historical social studies, where 
                                          we learned about new people. Like today, we were just doing a     
                                          play.” (Participant 9) 
 

                      “I enjoy math, geography, and writing.” (Participant 10) 
 

                                      “The best day was learning about elephant forest.” (Participant 10) 
 

                                        “The part about reading stories, because stories, if you’re reading an 
                                          online book, physical books are good too, but I feel like online         
                                          books sometimes they have self-narration, so it adds really the             
                                          effect.” (Participant 11) 
 

                                “I like how you could watch videos anytime online, so it helps 
                         expand my knowledge on math, and other stuff like that.” 

                                          (Participant 11) 
 

                    “I learned a lot of new things in technology and stuff.” 
                                          (Participant 12) 
 

              “We use more educational games.” (Participant 14) 
 

             “It’s fun and I like when we draw.” (Participant 16) 
   “The best day was drawing.” (Participant 16) 

 
                                         “I like learning online because I like math i-Ready.” (Participant 18) 

 
                                 “The best day was when I made a class project, we had to make 
                                Ancient Egypt projects and all of that, and it was really cool.” 

                                          (Participant 19) 
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                                   “I like learning the science in the class and I like to do the history 

                                          projects.” (Participant 19)  
 
                                        “The best day I ever had is Fridays because we can do fun things and 

  fun stuff and fun learning.” (Participant 21) 
 

                 “The best thing is doing Renaissance.” (Participant 22) 
 

                        “When I first started math, it was, I thought it was the best.” 
                                         (Participant 23)  
 

                                   “The best time I’ve ever heard learning online is that we got to see 
                                     different places on Nearpod for class. Because we get to see places 

                                         virtual.”  (Participant 25) 
 
 
Choice                              “The best day was choosing the directed drawing.” (Participant 2) 
 

                               “When I chose to be the art teacher and that was my best day.” 
                                          (Participant 5) 

 
                                  “I could go in a breakout room and can’t hear anything, I could 

                                          concentrate better. And if I want to listen to calming music while I           
                                          do my work, it wouldn’t bother any other students that are in my       
                                          breakout room because I would just be alone. And also, because it   
                                          would be quieter. But sometimes with other kids because I  
                                          sometimes need help. (Participant 12) 
 

                                      “I like that they let me work with somebody at the end of the day.” 
                                          (Participant 8) 
 
Flexible Learning             “What I enjoy most about learning online is the fact that I’m not so 

                                     exhausted after school. Because sometimes whenever I remember 
                                   going in-person and I was just really tired when I got home. And 

                                        when I went to sleep during the day, I just didn’t get enough time in 
                                     my day. But now that I’m home, I can grab something to eat if I’m 

                           hungry. And yeah, that’s what I like about learning online.” 
                                         (Participant 11) 
 

                          “And it’s short too, so that’s what I like too.” (Participant 8) 
 

                                   “I have time to do my other stuff that I have to do, like there’s my 
                                    homework and stuff and go to dance and piano.” (Participant 12) 

 
                                “I like it’s a little more faster and more funner.” (Participant 14) 
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                                     “What I mostly enjoy about learning online is just like, it gives me 
                                        the free will to be able to continue with my sport activities, I do out 

                                          of school.” (Participant 17) 
 
                                         “I am the happiest because I have the freedom to do my work 
                                          whenever I want.” (Participant 19) 

 
Category 2: Competency  

Whether intrinsically or extrinsically motivated, most students expressed confidence in 

learning online. The most significant reported influential factors for competency included 

teachers and parents having a motivational impact on students. Students’ confidence in learning 

and feelings of success stemmed primarily from parent verbal recognition and teacher feedback. 

See Table 20 for specific student quoted responses. 

Theme: Teacher Influence. The teacher was a significant motivator for students to feel 

successful and confident, believing they could learn. Respect and admiration for their teacher 

were often consistent with students’ comments about their academic progress, achievements, and 

sense of accomplishment. Many stated they learned a lot from their teacher through modeled 

lessons, words of encouragement, and differentiated instruction. Students stated that modeled 

instruction was beneficial to them. One student stated, “My teacher showed us some problems in 

a test, so that made me more comfortable doing it” (Participant 8). Other students had similar 

thoughts, expressing, “She explains things” (Participant 10) and “She is kind and teaches well; if 

it’s too hard, she makes it easier” (Participant 12). “She always makes sure she helps me 

improve” (Participant 9). One student explained the teacher’s lesson presentation as 

motivational, stating, “How they present it motivates me” (Participant 13). “She helps us out and 

motivates us to do our best with our work” (Participant 25).  

 Words of encouragement had a significant impact on students’ self-esteem. Most students 
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explained that their teacher always encourages them to try their best with expressions such as 

“try your best,” “keep your brain growing,” “good job,” and “believe in yourself” (Participant 

22). The teachers also communicate progression, showing their grades or answers as they 

complete tasks. “When we’re doing a math test, they show our grades how we’re doing, and I 

know how I’m doing successfully” (Participant 21). Students feel competent with verbal 

recognition, such as “good job” or “great job,” while students validate feeling encouraged. 

 Differentiated instruction contributed to several students’ sense of competence as well. 

Individualized attention granted equally to all students was an admired attribute, and students 

responded positively to their learning. Participant 17 explained, “The teachers take their time 

individually to work with me, and all of my other students,” and “They devote their time to each 

student, and they always congratulate me when I move up in my score.” The teacher’s influence 

with encouraging words and personalized instruction with modeled lessons provides students 

with competency skills and builds motivation. 

Theme: Parental Influence. Several students provided examples of acknowledging 

personal success due to parent validation. Many students attributed their knowledge of learning 

success and what they believe to be their greatest strength to comments from their parents, such 

as “My mom said I did a good job” (Participant 5 and Participant 6). Two students stated they 

were good at subjects because their parents taught them (Participant 7 and Participant 22), 

attributing their success to their parents’ influence. Parents’ influence was a common factor 

among the students. 

Theme: Feedback. Feedback and recognition from teachers also contributed to students’ 

feeling competent. When asked how they know if they are learning, many students responded 

that they know from teacher feedback informing them of academic progress, in-the-moment 
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feedback during worktime, or recognition for meeting goals. Some students stated that when they 

review their work with their teacher, checking answers to assignments, they feel “successful” 

because “every time I make a mistake, I learn from it” (Participant 2). Others felt successful 

when their teacher checked their answers, corrected them, or reviewed assignments together and 

stated, “good job” (Participant 3, Participant 4, Participant 5, and Participant 7).  

Theme: Academic Performance. Students expressed high competency rates, stating 

their greatest strengths as students were in their academic achievements. Most students claimed 

their most significant strengths were math, reading, and writing abilities. Others stated their 

greatest strengths were more interpersonal skills such as listening, working well with others, and 

being “good with leadership and cooperation” (Participant 13). Other skills students stated they 

had success with included dedication and creativity. One student stated, “My strength as a 

student is that I’m very dedicated” (Participant 17). Another student claimed their greatest 

strength as a student was that they “like to be creative” and “like to try new things” (Participant 

19). The diversity of student meaning associated with personal strength correlates with the 

diversity of the online curriculum. 

Table 20 

Thematic Analysis of Interviews Exploring Students Experience Learning Online: Competency 

 Category 
                                                      Selected Student Quotations  
   Theme                                                                       

 
Competency         
 
Teacher Influence           “I feel about my teacher is good because he was teaching me a lot.” 
          (Participant 5) 
 
                                         “Where we’re like in a group, he says, “You guys can do this. And  
                                          when you can’t do it, I can help you. And he says, You guys can  

      try your best. And I think he really is being kind to me because I can      
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      do it. He’s told me I can.” (Participant 5) 
 

                                  “What my teacher does when I try my best is when she tells us how 
                                  about it, how to do it and it’s very important. So okay. I can do it.” 

                                         (Participant 7) 
 
                                       “Well, if there’s a test they show us one problem, like what is in it. The  

                                     math test we had; my teacher showed us some problems there are in  
                                          the test, so that made me more comfortable with doing it.”  
                                         (Participant 8) 
 

                                   “She always makes sure that she helps me improve.” (Participant 9) 
                             “She explains things.” (Participant 10) 
 

                               “They make us try our best by saying sometimes when I feel like, 
                                    oh, this is so hard. She sometimes reassigns a lesson the next day so  

                                        you could keep working at it. And then that taught me how to not give         
                              up and stuff. And she says, when you say you can’t, you say you  

           can’t do it yet. The magic word yet.” (Participant 11) 
 

                                         “She’s kind and she also teaches well. And if it’s too hard, she makesit  
                                          easier.” (Participant 12) 
 

                             “I know when I’m being successful because usually my teacher  
                                          says so, or I notice it.” (Participant 12) 
 

                                     “Well, one thing is that once at first my teacher encourages me to do  
                                it, like she says that I’m so close to getting my new goal and that  

                              really have to do with that. And it’s hard but she makes it look easy  
                                          by saying that, all you have to do is and she shows me one problem,  
                                          the she tells me I have to do that in the rest of them, but just with like     
                                          different problems and stuff.” (Participant 12) 

 
                                      “Well, how they present it is pretty good. How they present whatever 

                                        we’re working on, I’d rather see what they do than if they just gave me 
                                     the work. I think how they present it motivates me.” (Participant 13) 

 
                                         “When my teacher tells me, good job.” (Participant 15) 
 

                                     “The teachers take their time individually to work with me and all of 
                  my other students.” (Participant 17) 
 

                                       “They devote their time to each student, and they always congratulate 
         me when I move up in my score.” (Participant 17) 

 
                      “She tells me to keep your brain growing.” (Participant 20) 
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     “She tells us we’re doing good.” (Participant 20) 
 

                        “I know I’m successful because the teacher makes the face.” 
                                          (Participant 20) 
 

                               “I think my teachers, because when we’re doing a math test, they 
                                          show our grades how we’re doing, and I know how I’m doing 

                                      successfully because, and I told myself I feel pretty confident, I feel 
                                          successful.” (Participant 21) 
 

                               “Once we did a test, and it was my first time doing it and my first 
                                  time reading the questions, I asked my teacher, can you read this? 

                                   And she read it to me, and she said, oh you can do this Romeo, try 
                                     just try your best. And I said, okay, I’ll try my best. And that makes 

                                          me feel happy.” (Participant 21) 
 

                                 “She helps me be a brave risk taker and be confident, and she tells  
                            me that I can do this, so she gave me a little notepad that says,  

                                          believe in yourself.” (Participant 22) 
  

                             “She says that if you can’t do this, you could just try your best.” 
                                          (Participant 22) 
 
                                         “She encourages me.” (Participant 24) 
 

                                      “She’s a very cool teacher because she helps us out and she motivates 
       us to do our best with our work.” (Participant 25) 

 
                                  “Basically, she doesn’t try, she just does, because she tells us to try 
                                    our best, do whatever we can do, and see what she can help us on.” 

                                          (Participant 25) 
 
Parent Influence              “My strengths is math and reading because my mom saw me reading 

      yesterday.” (Participant 20) 
 

                          “I think I’m good at doing math because my dad teaches me.” 
                                          (Participant 22) 
 
                                         “I get help from my mom.” (Participant 7) 
 

    “My mom said I did a good job.” (Participant 5) 
 

                           “My mom telling me, “You’re doing good job.” (Participant 6) 
 

                                         “When my mom’s like, you’re doing great.” (Participant 7) 
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Feedback 
                                         “I’ve been told by a lot of people that I’m the best reader that they 
                                          know.” (Participant 9) 
 
                                         “I would tell the teacher if I got it right, or I just know that when 

                           I’m making mistakes, I’m learning from it. So, I know that I’m 
                                being successful whenever I’m making mistakes.” (Participant 2) 

 
                “Because my teacher, she talks saying how good I am.” 

                                         (Participant 3) 
 

                                 “When the teacher comes online saying, good job.” (Participant 4) 
 

       “My teacher said I did a good job.” (Participant 5) 
                                         “My teacher says great job.” (Participant 7) 
 

                              “Because we tell the teacher if she can see our work and tell us if 
                              we did it correct, and she would always tell us.” (Participant 25) 

 
Academic Performance   “I’m starting to get the stuff I didn’t know before.” (Participant 6) 
 
                                         “I’m doing good.” (Participant 4) 
 

          “I feel really good at doing my math and listening.” 
                                          (Participant 4) 
 

        “My strength is math and reading.” (Participant 5) 
 

            “My strength is reading and drawing.” (Participant 6) 
 

                               “My strengths as the student is math and reading.” (Participant 7) 
 

         “Math is one of my biggest strengths, also writing.” 
                                          (Participant 11) 
 

                        “I’m good with leadership and cooperation.” (Participant 13) 
 

                           “I like working in groups. I think I’m good in that and working 
                                          with the new students.” (Participant 14) 
 

                        “My strength is reading, because before I was like, I couldn’t 
           read words, but I got very stronger.” (Participant 2) 

 
              “My strengths as a student is that I’m very dedicated.” 

                                          (Participant 17) 



  168 

 
 

        “I like to be creative, and I like to try new things.” 
                                          (Participant 19) 
 

                              “My strengths as a student is for math because I got the hang of 
                                           math really quickly.” (Participant 25) 
 
Category 3: Relatedness 

 The relatedness category was prevalent among the themes discovered from students’ 

experiences learning online, including friends, safety, comfort, and support (See Table 21). 

Students expressed satisfaction with the relationships they have with their classmates. In 

addition, they described the online learning environment as safe and comfortable, different from 

what some had experienced in traditional classrooms. Regarding relatedness, students also felt 

support and acceptance for who they are as individuals. 

Theme: Friends. The most prevalent theme in the study was friends. All 25 participants 

mentioned friends during their interviews. Several students mentioned enjoying partner work and 

making friends in class. Students expressed that they could turn to peers for help with 

assignments and feel those fellow students are kind. One student’s statement exemplifies several 

similar ones: “I like my classmates because they are very kind to me” (Participant 5). Other 

students said becoming familiar with others in the class was easy. One student stated, “I made 

friends, and it was easy to get comfortable with them” (Participant 19). Another student enjoyed 

working with others “to share ideas and learn from each other” (Participant 21). Overall, friends 

significantly impacted student enjoyment of online learning because they provided comfort in 

relating to others.  

Theme: Safety. Most students shared that they experienced a sense of safety learning 

from home in their online classes. Students expressed comfort with learning from home and the 

convenience of having their items and family with them and being able to eat when they wished. 
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Others explained comfort with safety and relief from not experiencing bullying or witnessing 

class disruptions from other students’ misbehaving, as they recalled from their past learning in 

traditional schools. “It kind of relieves stress off my shoulders more than in-person school, when 

I was always getting bullied, fighting in the classroom, and stuff like that,” one student said 

(Participant 9). Another student expressed similar feelings, stating, “What makes me happiest 

about learning online is that I get to be in my own space, and I just get to be me without getting 

bullied” (Participant 17). Feelings of acceptance and freedom from negative classroom behaviors 

were prevalent themes in student discussions. Another student expressed relief with online 

learning, stating, “No one says mean things to me, and they don’t hurt me like my other school, 

and everyone’s really friendly here too” (Participant 25). The sense of safety motivated students 

to enjoy online learning and contributed to many students’ sense of comfort. 

Theme: Comfort. Besides safety, most students expressed feeling comfortable learning 

online. Comfort with other students and teachers online was mentioned several times in the 

interviews. Students also appreciated the convenience of working from home. A student 

expressed being near their family by stating, “I’m in class, but I’m happy I’m still with my 

family here” (Participant 15). Students expressed a sense of ease and simplicity about attending 

school virtually from home. One student stated, “I feel like it’s easier because I don’t really have 

to go anywhere” (Participant 13). Another student commented on the comfort of learning at 

home, stating, “I enjoy that we’re at home and stuff and don’t have to wear masks all day” 

(Participant 8). Zoom breakout rooms also provided comfort and privacy for some students’ 

interactions with peers and teachers. Participant 11 explained: 

Whenever I get in breakout rooms with a lot of people, I’m just really excited because 

it’s like, sometimes you don’t feel like you have enough privacy when you’re talking in 
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person because the teacher is walking around, and then you have privacy there. But I like 

how the teacher also pops into your breakout rooms just to check on you.  

Students feel comfortable learning in the online environment. 

Theme: Support. All students felt supported in their online classes by teachers and 

peers, while some expressed additional support from parents or siblings at home. Students 

expressed receiving academic support from their teachers, and some recalled getting more 

instructional assistance online than through in-person learning. Compared to her former 

experience learning in traditional classrooms, a student stated, “What I enjoy about learning 

online is that I can get more help from the teacher” (Participant 25). Another student remarked, 

“The teacher always has time for me, and always when I need help, she helps me” (Participant 

12). Taking time to individually help students was commonly mentioned as a positive factor for 

students enjoying online school. “If I don’t understand something, they’ll try to give me time to 

help me out” (Participant 19). Two other students explained that their teachers are understanding 

and that “they’re both really flexible” (Participant 13) and “they help me with things that I don’t 

understand” (Participant 8). Students felt supported overall by their online teachers’ time and 

academic assistance. 

Table 21 

Thematic Analysis of Interviews: Exploring Students Experience Learning Online: Relatedness 

 Category 
                                                        Selected Student Quotations  
   Theme                                                                       

 Relatedness           
 
Friends                                         

“I started to meet new friends.” (Participant 3) 
 

    “It makes me happy learning in Zoom because it’s a lot of stuff to do in 
     Zoom and it’s fun because you do stuff online and it’s fun because you 
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                              can play games with your teacher or classmates.” (Participant 5) 

 
                                        “I enjoy partner work and making new friends.” (Participant 8) 
 

    “So part I like learning online is get to know my friends.” 
      (Participant 21) 

 
 “Having fun with my friends, but also learning stuff.” (Participant 22) 

 
   “I feel great with my classmates.” (Participant 7) 

 
                          “I enjoy partner work and making new friends.” (Participant 8) 

 
                          “I think I like my classmates because they’re very kind to me.” 

                                         (Participant 5) 
 

                                      “The teachers are kind and they’re all good friends and stuff. And also 
          that they help me, and I help them.” (Participant 12) 

 
                                  “I like my classmates because they work together.” (Participant 15) 

 
                           “The first day was the best because I got to be with other kids.” 

     (Participant 15) 
 

                                        “I have a really good relationship with my classmates. I have friends in 
                         my class. I’m very grateful for my friends and they were very 

                                 welcoming when I first met them. When we went on our field trip,  
                                      they were like, okay, so this is me, and do you want to sit with me on     

                                       the bus? And it was really welcoming, and I just felt very comfortable    
  and welcomed by all of them.” (Participant 17) 

 
                                        “I made friends, and it was kind of easy to get comfortable with them.” 
                                         (Participant 19) 
 

                             “I can make more friends and I can get to know each other, what  
     they like about yourselves. The best day was just talking to friends.” 

                                         (Participant 20) 
 

                                     “And we can just share our ideas or be partner work and we can learn  
                                         new stuff each other.” (Participant 21) 
 
                                       “And also I really like that they interact with me instead of just staying 

                                         silent in a breakout room. And also I don’t like working       
                                         independently.  
                                         I like talking with somebody while I work, working together too.” 
                                         (Participant 8) 
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                              “Well, they’re all great, because James and Christian and Luis are  
                                  all my friends and stuff, and they’re all really nice.” (Participant 13) 

 
                                         “I feel good when I’m with my friends.” (Participant 22) 
 
                                         “They’re really cool friends.” (Participant 25)                            
 
Safety       
                                         “Honestly, I think it kind of just relieves stress off my shoulders than  
                                         in person school. Back when I was usually doing in person school I  
                                         was always getting bullied on the bus. There are always fights going  
                                         on in the classroom, stuff like that.” (Participant 9) 
 

                                   “I don’t get bothered and I can be more myself, because in person, I  
                    get more judged than when I get online.” (Participant 14) 

 
                                   “What makes me happiest about learning online is I get to be in my  

                      own space and I just get to be me, without getting bullied.”  
                                         (Participant 17) 
 

                                      “No one says mean things to me and they don’t hurt me like my other 
                               school. And everyone’s really friendly here too.” (Participant 25) 

 
Comfort    
                                       “Well, I feel like it’s easier, because I don’t really have to go anywhere. 

                                   And it’s just easier, because in the class I would get in trouble more 
                                  for talking, but in person, I mean, virtual, it doesn’t really have that 

                                         problem.” (Participant 13) 
 
                                       “Whenever I get in breakout rooms with a lot of people, I’m just really 

                                excited because it’s like, sometimes you don’t feel like, well, have  
                                         enough privacy when you’re talking in-person because the teacher is  
                                         walking around and then you have privacy there. But I like how the            
                                         teacher also pops into your breakout rooms just to check on you.”            
                                         (Participant 11) 
 

                    “I’m in class, but I’m happy I’m still with my family here.”  
         (Participant 15) 
 

                                     “I enjoy that we’re at home and stuff and we don’t have to wear mask 
                                         all day.” (Participant 8) 
Support                            
 

                                   “What I enjoy most about learning online is that I can get more help  
          from the teacher easier.” (Participant 25) 
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                                “They help me with things that I don’t understand. And also, well  
                                       some homework they give me that’s easy and hard, and some of them  

                                         are very fun.” (Participant 8) 
 

                                         “I appreciate about is that it’s because my teacher also has time for 
me, 

                        and always when I need help she helps me.” (Participant 12) 
 

                              “I like both of my teachers, because they’re really nice, and they 
                                understand when sometimes you don’t get something done. They 

                             understand, and they let you make it up, and they’re both really  
                                         flexible.” (Participant 13) 

 
                                    “They take the time to work with me individually. And it helped me 
                                     shoot up my grade from almost a 3.0 to a 4.0. So, I was really happy 

                                       about that. And they take their time individually to work with me and 
                                         all of the other students.” (Participant 17)  
 

 “I feel happy with my teacher.” (Participant 7) 
 

                                         “I like her a lot.” (Participant 4) 
 

 “I feel that she’s a good teacher.” (Participant 4) 
 

                                   “I really like them because also, I mean they’re very good. They help 
            me with things that I don’t understand.” (Participant 8) 

 
                                       “I like how my teacher loves it. She is funny and she also brings humor 

                 into the lessons, even if it’s complicated.” (Participant 11) 
 

                                       “The teacher explains things well and she makes time for everyone else 
                                         separately.” (Participant 11) 
 

                                 “I really enjoy having classes with Miss Roberts.. She’s really fun.” 
                                         (Participant 14) 
 
                                       “My teachers are really nice and yeah, they help me a lot, and if I don’t 
                                         understand something, they’ll try to give me time to help me out.” 
                                         (Participant 19) 
 
 Most interviewees expressed positive feelings and experiences learning online, while a 

small minority of students experienced less intrinsic motivation and did not favor online learning 

over traditional school. According to qualitative data, most students indicating intrinsic 
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motivation while learning online was 92%. Eight percent of the students expressed motivation to 

learn but negative feelings towards not having the choice to attend their preferred learning mode 

in the traditional classroom. 

Nonmotivational Factors of Online Learning 

While the research study’s objective was to explore student experience with intrinsic 

motivation, including positive factors of intrinsic motivation, the data collection also included 

negative non-motivational experiences for some student participants learning online. The 

negative factors included seclusion from friends and an apparent unfulfilled need to be in person 

with friends and attend a traditional school. These are the same students who did not feel it was 

their choice to attend an online school, nor was it their preference. 

Figure 16 

Interview Response: Positive and Negative Thematic Comparisons 

 

 
 

 

Positive 
 

Prefer learning online. 
Like being at home. 

Feel safer online. 
Have more free time. 

 
 
 

 

Negative 
 

Not a student’s choice to go 
to school online. 

Miss being with friends in 
person. 

Do not like class on Zoom. 
Want to play more outside. 
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Interview Color Symbol Image (CSI) Artifact Task Results 

 The artifact task was completed by 100% of the participants (n = 25). Students completed 

the CSI task using the materials they picked up in the interview bag created by the researcher. 

92% of participants picked up the interview bag and had it to use during the Zoom interviews, 

while 8% did not pick up the materials. The students who did not have the interview bag were 

instructed to gather writing instruments for coloring while they also uploaded the CSI template 

from a link the researcher uploaded in the Zoom chat. One of these students printed the template, 

and another filled it out electronically on their iPad. The other 92% of students held up their CSI 

template in front of the camera and shared it during the Zoom interview while verbalizing the 

details and explanation for each category. The categories included a color, symbol, and image 

students think of when they recall how they feel about online learning. 

Along with each category is a writing area for written explanations. As seen in Table 22, 

the students’ choices and descriptions varied with some similarities. Similarities were further 

analyzed, looking for correlations between the data that further described how students feel about 

learning online. 

Table 22 

Interview Color Symbol Image (CSI) Artifact Student Responses 

     Color       Description            Symbol          Description             Image        Description                                                                                                
P1   red          I like this color.          happy face        I like to learn              numbers         I like math. 
                                                                                       online.  
 
 
P2  green        Green means              happy face         School makes          tree, grass        It’s because 
                        happy and it                                           me happy.                                        of peace. 
                    helps me express 
                        my feelings. 
 
 
P3  yellow      It means happy             heart                So excited                   people           This is me 
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                        because I like                                      because my                                     chatting with  
                        when I am in                                   friends are there                                   my friends. 
                              Zoom.                                          to chat with.   
 
 
P4   blue         I like the color             square               That’s my                     tree             I like trees. 
                     blue and reminds                                 favorite shape. 
                      me of my great  
                           class. 
 
 
P5  green        It’s the picture            waterfall          It’s in nature.              waterfall,     Zoom makes me 
                           of Zoom.                                                                               plants        feel like that and 
                                                                                                                                          Zoom has lots of  
                                                                                                                                              colors with  
                                                                                                                                         sharing the screen  
                                                                                                                                         It  makes me feel  
                                                                                                                                                 happy.  
                                                                                                                 
 
 
P6   green           I love the                person,             I put me in                     tree              I love the  
                        School. I love          computer               Zoom.                                               nature. 
                             Zoom.   
                 
 
 
P7   blue            My favorite                water               A lot of                     waterfall             Very  
                       color. It’s a very                                  people go                                          colorful and 
                        relaxing color.                               swimming there                                   relaxing water. 
                                                                                and it’s very  
                                                                                  relaxing. 
                                                                                 Very fun. 
                              
P8    purple         It’s my                     straight            Some things                  dog             Dogs make me  
                        favortie color.            mouth on         are great about                                     super over- 
                          I just like                    face                Zoom. Some                                       excited and 
                        dark purple.                                        things are not                                      super over- 
                                                                                    great about                                              happy. 
                                                                                        Zoom. 
 
 
 
P9   orange      It’s just the               Internet             Learning on               satellite        I’m 85% sure 
                         first one I                  logo                 the Internet.                 dish          that satellite dish 
                          think of.                                                                                                  is what uses the 
                                                                                                                                       Internet that sends 
                                                                                                                                       down the Internet 
                                                                                                                                         to everybody. 
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P10  yellow     Sometimes I             happy             It’s good                        two                They want to  
                       don’t want to              face             learning stuff                  people        know about online 
                        go to school                                     to tell it to                    talking               learning. 
                        but I know I                                       others.   
                       have to learn. 
 
 
 
P11  yellow      I chose this             peace              I feel calm                  happy face           This is how I  
                      color because                                  at this school                                           feel about this 
                       to me yellow                                  school. I feel                                         school. Because 
                           means                                        calm because                                          I always come 
                        happiness.                                      everyone is                                           into class with  
                                                                                 so nice.                                                     a smile. 
  
                                                                         .                                                                   
P12    green      I am happy            pencil,               I love to                       rabbit,               I  love to learn 
           and         that I am at            heart,              dance and                     flower,               math. Flowers 
         yellow      this school.         plus, and             sketch.                        numbers             and my rabbit 
                          I also chose          minus                                                                                 helps me 
                           yellow to                                                                                                      concentrate. 
                          show I’m   
                           excited. 
 
 
P13  green      It’s overall a            camera         To symbolize               3D question       Because I never 
                        happy color                                   a video or                        mark             know what I’m  
                      and I’m happy                                   virtual.                                                going to learn 
                         when I’m                                                                                                           next. 
                     learning online. 
                        
P14  purple    At the same              peace             I feel relaxed               boxes with       I enjoy seeing 
                       time dark and                                while learning              faces on a        my classmates 
                       boring but a                                  online because              computer         faces and also  
                          little bit                                      I can be in my                 screen              a lot of my 
                       interesting.                                  own room instead                                  classmates have 
                                                                          of being in a room                                   really creative 
                                                                             full of students                                        backgrounds 
                                                                                around me.                                        so, I really like 
                                                                                                                                            seeing them. 
 
 
P15  yellow    One day my              sun               Because I like               waterfall        Because without  
                       teacher said                                         the sun.                                           water we can’t         
                        her favorite                                                                                                        live. 
                     color is yellow. 
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P16  pink        That’s my             happy face        It makes me                  book             Because reading 
                    favorite color.                                  happy in class.                                             is fun. 
 
 
 
P17  yellow     Because it               heart             We are loving.               6 stick             We are all kind 
                        makes me                                                                           figures                 and caring. 
                          happy. 
 
 
P18  green        It’s my                 computer         Because some             stick figure            Way like. 
                        favorite                                         computers are             with school 
                          color.                                          easy and some                  logo 
                                                                                  are hard. 
 
 
P19   bluish      It’s the                 rocket,            To show that                  potion           I want to be a 
         purple    color of the.           paint,                 I can be                       bottle           scientist in the  
                        sky and it           paintbrush            creative.                                         future so I have 
                       tells me to                                                                                               to work hard to  
                       keep going.                                                                                                    be that. 
 
 
P20  dark       It’s kind of            surprise               If I get to                      red                     lipstick                                                                         
         red,       like the sun             face                  third grade I                             
        light.        down                                              get to go in 
      orange,                                                            person. I am 
       dark                                                                so surprised. 
      orange         
                                                                                                                                                                     
P21 blue       I chose this              smile                I like to be                  classroom,            I like being 
                   color because             face              happy and kind          student smiling          on online 
                  it is my favorite                                     to others              math problem on           school  
                  color and I like                                                                       a computer             because I           
                 to look at the sky.                                                                                                 don’t need to  
                                                                                                                                             walk to school. 
 
 
P22  hot       It looks like              circle             I chose a circle               two people         Me and my 
       pink       the sunset.                                          because                                             teacher together 
                                                                              I’m happy.                                          because it’s me  
                                                                                                                                          doing my work. 
 
 
P23  rainbow   I like every       smile face         Because I like                   water          Because you can’t    
                            single                                           Zoom.                                              survive without 
                            color.                                                                                                             water. 
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P24  black       Plain but the        peace              When I am in                 football            I want to be a 
                       color is used                                  class I feel                      field              football player. 
                        in different                                     peaceful.                                                
                            ways. 
 
 
P25  blue         I chose blue       smile face           Because it                     person,               I made this                       
                         because it                                    reminds me                    school             picture because 
                         makes me                                    how I laugh                  building           it is my favorite 
                           happy.                                     when there is a                                              school. 
                                                                                  joke. 
 

Note. Descriptions are recorded as students stated them verbally for clarification, minus the 

spelling and punctuation errors in the student-written versions. 

CSI Artifact Results and Analysis 

Frequencies were factored into percentages according to similarities and differences in 

artifact responses seeking patterns or themes. The most significant similarities were with colors 

and symbols. See Figure 17 for percentages, and types of colors students chose to describe how 

they felt about online learning factor analysis of data. Green (20%) and yellow (20%) were the 

most common colors chosen, followed by blue (16%) and purple (8%). Student explanations for 

color choices are presented in Table 22. Students associated most colors with positive feelings, 

such as yellow and green, for happiness. 
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Figure 17 

Colors Chosen to Describe How Students Feel About Online Learning 

 

 The symbols students chose to express their feelings about online learning varied, as seen 

in Figure 18. Smiles, happy faces, and peace were students’ most frequently chosen symbols. 

Twenty-eight percent of students chose smiles and happy faces and 12% chose a peace symbol. 

Students explained the symbols with meanings of happiness, relaxation, and feelings of peace 

while learning online.  

Figure 18 

Symbols Chosen to Describe How Students Feel About Online Learning 
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Except for four students, who drew water-related images such as waterfalls (8%) and 

water with plants in nature (4%), the images students chose varied with each response. As seen 

in Figure 19, images describing students’ feelings about online learning included people, 

computers, trees, and numbers. Students’ written descriptions of their images were about liking 

school, enjoying classmates, and representing future goals. Each image description was  

associated with positive feelings.  

Figure 19 

Images Chosen to Describe How Students Feel About Online Learning 

 

The CSI artifact task was a valuable instrument that children participated in willingly and 

with engagement. The artifact provided additional explanations for students’ feelings and 

experienced learning online. Most students associated online learning with positive feelings and 

images through descriptions, with a few negative responses. The negative responses were from 

the same two students (8%) who expressed in their interviews that they had no choice in 

determining whether to attend online learning. These students explained that it was their parents’ 

or guardians’ choice for them to attend online. Lack of choice was attributed to their unhappiness 

with learning online. While a few students wished they were attending school in person, these 
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same students still expressed contentment with their learning and activities in their online 

classes. 

Student-Preferred Activities and Learning Strategies 

During the interviews, students also expressed learning strategies and activity preferences 

they experienced during online learning. As seen in Table 23, the favored instructional strategies 

students liked the most included choices for assignments and options for collaborative work. 

Students also recognized modeled lessons with explicit instruction as effective learning methods. 

Flexibility with time for turning in assignments was also preferred, as were reward systems.      

Table 23 

Participant Interview Response: Motivational Strategies and Activities  

Strategies and Activities That Encourage Student Motivation to Learn Online 
Strategies                                Choice for assignments 
                                                 Collaborative learning 
                                                 Working in breakout rooms alone or with partners 
                                                 Time management options for completion of work 
                                                 Point reward system 
                                                 Partner work 
                                                 Teacher modeling instruction 
 
Online Activities                     Directed drawing 
                                                  Arts and Crafts 
                                                  Collaborative reading 
                                                  Planting 
                                                  Scavenger hunts 
                                                  Virtual field trips 
                                                  Hand-on Projects 
 
Educational Resources           Kahoot 
                                                  Book It 
                                                  Renaissance Reading    
                                                  Mystery Science 
                                                  Nearpod 
                                                  Formative  
                                                  Story Arc Templates 
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Activity preferences varied from arts, crafts, and directed drawing to more 

technologically related tasks such as virtual field trips and online scavenger hunts. Preferred 

activities were often mentioned as being favorable using online educational resources. 

Educational resources included online story arc templates that assisted students in planning and 

organizing their writing. Students also liked the interactive lessons available in Nearpod, an 

online learning system with instructional lessons, videos, and games. Kahoot is another 

motivational, game-based online learning tool that students preferred. Motivational reading 

resources such as Book It and Renaissance were favored learning tools. Book It and Renaissance 

are motivational reading programs that offer libraries of e-books, as well as points earned for 

comprehension quizzes based on books read.  

 While students expressed preferences for learning tools, most academic subjects were 

enjoyed by all participants. These subjects included math, reading, writing, social studies, 

science, technology, and art. Students revealed variations in their preferred learning strategies, 

and each validated that they enjoyed their learning. 

Summary 

This chapter presented quantitative and qualitative analysis and findings from the study, 

which sought to learn how students experience intrinsic motivation while learning online. The 

study revealed a synthesis of meaning from students, demonstrating how online learners 

experience intrinsic motivation. See Figure 20 for a visual representation of the participants most 

frequently used adjectives to describe their experience with intrinsic motivation and online 

learning. The adjectives encompass the most frequently used descriptive words describing the 

students’ experiences. Qualitative and quantitative data results and descriptive analysis of 

findings completed the study’s purpose of answering how students experience and describe 
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intrinsic motivation in online learning and revealing what motivates them. 

Figure 20 

Most Frequently Used Adjectives to Describe Intrinsic Motivation & Learning Online 

 

Note. Adjectives were collected from a summary of word frequencies from all qualitative data 

collections, including open-ended questions from the OLIMI and BPNS, interview responses, 

and artifact explanations.   

Quantitative study findings also attempted to answer how the experience of intrinsic 

motivation relates to student academic performance. The results of the quantitative data analysis 

were not statistically significant. However, the quantitative data contributed to the relevance of 

examining areas in which students were more intrinsically motivated in online learning. The 

significance of the study’s findings beyond the summative analysis presented previously is 

discussed in the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 

Summary of the Study 

The mixed-methods phenomenological study that explored elementary students’ 

experience with intrinsic motivation learning online revealed twelve themes classified into the 

three categories of SDT: autonomy, competency, and relatedness (Figure 21). The significant 

overarching themes revealed by students’ perspectives were correlated with SDT factors of 

intrinsic motivation and revealed that students did experience intrinsic motivation while learning 

online. Student experiences illustrated that when their needs for autonomy, competency, and 

relatedness are encouraged and supported, students internalize feelings of wanting to learn while 

enjoying the learning process. 

Students experienced intrinsic motivation while being encouraged by parents, teachers, 

and peers through positive interactions and encouraging feedback. Encouraging feedback 

included parental verbal praise, the teachers’ positive feedback during Zoom lessons, and peer 

comments while working collaboratively in breakout rooms. All students reported positive 

interactions with peers, and teachers were essential sources of happiness and confidence in their 

learning abilities and academic achievements. As research claimed, the more connected students 

felt to others in the class, the more competency they expressed (Ryan et al., 2005). Students 

expressed competency in their learning achievements gained from teachers’, parents’, and peers’ 

verbal and academic support.  

Online learning offered students a unique learning environment that was safer and less 

distracting than traditional classroom settings. Learning online from home allowed for a safe and 

comfortable school setting, increasing students’ sense of acceptance and relatedness in class. 

Within the online classroom, students were provided flexible learning with differentiated lessons, 
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variations in the curriculum, individualized instruction, and alternative time management 

schedules. As current research claims, diversity in subjects and variations in activities with 

student learning options contributed to students’ explanations for high engagement and 

enthusiasm for their learning (Palmer, 2017). The online learning environment provided students 

with an individualized instructional program encouraging autonomy, described by students as 

enjoyable, fun, and motivational. 

As evidenced in survey questionnaire results, interviews, and within the artifact task, all 

student participants experienced intrinsic motivation while learning online. Experiences with 

intrinsic motivation were correlated with factors of SDT theory as each student validated 

internalized motivation stemming from their needs for autonomy, competency, and relatedness in 

the online classroom. 

Figure 21 

Intrinsically Motivational Factors Students Experienced While Learning Online  
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Implications for Practice 

The findings in this study contribute to a current gap in the research regarding evaluating 

elementary students’ intrinsic motivation while receiving online education. Evidence from the 

study results indicated, as reported in previous studies with students in traditional classrooms that 

students are intrinsically motivated and more engaged in their learning when they are provided 

with a classroom that promotes autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Baranik et al., 2017; 

Deci & Ryan, 1985; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). Online educators and traditional classroom 

teachers should expand their awareness of the importance of providing an intrinsically 

motivating classroom environment with instructional methods and strategies encouraging and 

nurturing autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Gottfried, 2001). Intrinsically motivating 

instruction includes incorporating influential factors, as seen in Figure 21. Diverse curriculum, 

flexible instruction, positive recognition, and a safe, supportive learning environment provide the 

foundation students need to be motivated and internalize the importance of personal education 

(Kursurkar et al., 2011; Orsini et al., 2015; Salikhova et al., 2020; You et al., 2015). 

To increase engagement and relevancy of academic topics, online teachers should 

validate and encourage students’ interests and learning preferences (Charteris et al., 2016). 

Online teachers should provide a variety of instructional strategies and online resources to meet 

the needs of learners accessing classroom materials from the Internet (Fabriz et al., 2021; 

Krammer et al., 2020). Students enjoy more variations in learning mediums with easier digital 

access to learning virtually. Learning mediums preferred were video lessons and hands-on 

projects. Online students have greater access to resources on the Internet than traditional 

classroom students, and they have more time allotted during asynchronous learning time to 

engage in assignments (Evans & Boucher, 2015). Students need direction and resources to utilize 
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this time effectively, promoting engaging and pertinent learning. 

Variations in learning methods for Internet instruction also indicate a need for additional 

features to increase ways for students to communicate in the online classroom. Since autonomy 

and relatedness are essential factors for students to feel motivated to learn online, students would 

benefit from more ways to interact synchronously with added Zoom features and more 

asynchronous communication options. Beneficial Zoom possibilities include nonverbal 

communication methods with animated avatars representing each participant in the class. Avatars 

would allow students to communicate digitally in the classroom with more personality 

represented in their figures while maintaining nonverbal options to speak to each other. Online 

classroom management systems should allow more student-to-student communication during 

asynchronous class time. Students can communicate on learning systems such as Google 

Classroom with the entire class. However, they cannot address a single student, which increases 

trust and relatedness often missed in online learning. With necessary safeguards to maintain 

safety, new resources are needed to increase opportunities for students to communicate more in 

the online classroom. 

Teacher influence on how students feel about themselves also should be considered and 

taken seriously by all educators because they are an intricate component of students’ 

development for motivation to learn. Students in the study relied heavily on their teacher’s 

recognition and reinforcement for gauging personal capability and feeling motivated to learn. 

Teachers were critical in encouraging students to learn with verbal feedback and providing one-

on-one attention and instruction. Students reported that teachers consistently used motivational 

phrases and positive recognition encouraging endurance with academic struggles. These results 

indicated the need for increasing student and teacher communication. To completely take 
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advantage of ways to motivate students with words, teachers need more opportunities to 

communicate with students online during class and after school hours. Just as there is a need for 

more resources for student communication, additional resources are needed for teachers to 

respond to students and increase opportunities for feedback. 

During all forms of communication in online learning, teachers should maintain 

awareness of students’ self-perceptions. How students feel about themselves impacts their 

competence and feelings of importance in class, regardless of their academic performance 

(Bandura, 1977; Covington, 2000; Gottfried, 1983; Stipek, 1996). They may perform well 

academically but must be happier and more satisfied with their class or school. There is also a 

need to maintain awareness of the opposite situation: an academically underperforming student 

may be intrinsically motivated and enjoy their schooling but show low academic scores. 

Teachers should ensure they check in with students regularly to gauge self-esteem and make sure 

students have access to what they need in the online classroom, whether it be instructional 

support or variations in assignments, working independently or collaboratively (Deci & Ryan, 

2000a; Evans & Boucher, 2015; Kelleher & Whitman, 2018; Wijsman et al., 2019). Students 

need encouragement, ongoing support, and the option to work independently or with others. 

Educators can learn from this study that a classroom supportive of individuality that 

encourages self-awareness and competency with options for collaborative and individualized 

learning promotes intrinsic motivation that encourages student willingness to learn (PourAli et 

al., 2017; Siddiqui et al., 2020; You et al., 2015). The study results are relevant for online and 

traditional classrooms. Educators need to provide individual attention with valuable feedback to 

students, which provokes student motivation to learn to know they are capable and that someone 

believes in them (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Froiland & Oros, 2014; Gillies, 2008; Liu et al., 2020). An 
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SDT-based learning environment is possible virtually or in person by providing personalized 

attention to students to encourage self-esteem and motivate them to learn.  

Additionally, parents should allow more involvement in the decision-making process for 

school enrollment choices, even in early education. Students learning motivation increases when 

they make choices impacting their education (Evans & Boucher, 2015; Kelleher & Whitman, 

2018; Wijsman et al., 2019). Elementary students expressed positive feelings when explaining 

that they played a part in the decision to attend an online school. Those who had no choice 

portrayed themselves negatively and expressed sadness at having to attend school. Even if the 

child cannot have a say in the decision, parents should include children by explaining their 

reasoning for choosing a particular school. Students who understood why they were attending 

their school felt a greater sense of purpose and relevance to their learning, even as they accepted 

the new online mode and embraced it with fewer reservations.  

Teachers should also encourage students to think about motivation and teach them what it 

is. How do we expect students to internalize something they have never heard of or learned? 

Teachers need to consider examining if students’ psychological needs are being met according to 

SDT factors of motivation, and if not, find out why or how they will meet these needs (Deci et 

al., 1981; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). An intrinsic motivational inventory survey helps gain 

awareness of students’ capacity to acknowledge their motivation for learning and ensure their 

feelings and needs are met.  

To ensure progression with successful online learning, teachers should incorporate the 

instruction recommended by SDT theory to enhance learning and increase student engagement 

and motivation to provide the most effective instruction in the online classroom (Thomas & 

Mueller, 2017). Recommendations include strategies for nurturing autonomy with instructional 
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student choices and incorporating relevancy for learning (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). Incorporating 

motivational strategies that meet students’ needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness 

encourages students to internalize motivation to learn and therefore increase their engagement. 

Recommendations for Further Research 

Online learning will continue to be explored while educators seek instructional methods 

and strategies for creating the most effective learning environment. Researchers can support the 

need for improving online education by designing a longitudinal study observing the 

incorporation of SDT-based strategies in an online classroom and the method’s impact on online 

learners’ intrinsic motivation and academic progression. The study may also use multiple sources 

for measuring academic performance rates. 

In addition, a longitudinal study is needed, exploring intrinsic motivation and online 

learning with a vast population of elementary students from multiple online learning schools. 

This study may also examine elementary-aged students and their ability to develop self-

regulatory behaviors necessary for online learning to complete asynchronous work. Research 

may explore the ages at which students are identified as displaying evidence of self-regulatory 

behaviors in any educational setting and online. Other factors for this study include examining 

the capacity to develop self-regulatory behavior considering age, grade level, and the maturity of 

brain development.  

Another recommended study examines parent influence on elementary students’ learning 

online. A study is needed to research parent influence on intrinsic and extrinsic motivation 

because parents may significantly impact being at while the child is learning online. Online 

learning students are often learning synchronously and asynchronously while a parent or 

guardian is at home with them. A study may examine parents’ impact on students’ intrinsic 
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motivation to learn and their influence on their autonomy and competency. 

Additional study recommendations include researching whether Zoom communication 

options influence online students’ comfort levels and communication skills. The study could 

examine if emoji responses increase younger elementary students’ communication in the online 

learning environment. The study may determine if Zoom communication tools such as emoji 

reactions, chat features, and breakout room options impact students’ comfort levels by providing 

different communication options.  

There is also a need to investigate student reductions in disruptive or harmful classroom 

behaviors in online versus in-person schooling. Several students in the present study mentioned 

being bullied in their former traditional schooling, which led to relief when they attended school 

online, free from these issues. A study is needed to examine whether discipline problems and 

bullying are reduced in online versus in-person classrooms. Additionally, using this study’s 

positive results suggests methods to improve student behavior in traditional classrooms. 

Limitations 

The study had some limitations, as mentioned briefly in Chapters 1 and 3. Limitations 

included convenience sampling with a limited number of participants. Although 25 participants 

were considered adequate for a phenomenological study, more participants would have provided 

more excellent reliability. The study sample of 25 student participants was limited to enhance 

reliability and validity.  

Another limitation was collecting data from minors enrolled in one school in a single 

district. The school district only had one online school containing relevant factors for this study, 

so the sample population was limited to the experiences from a single school site. Collecting data 

from minors was necessary for the study, but it also caused limitations in access to data 
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collection with more participants. The process of gaining parental and guardian consent and 

student consent from an online school, relying primarily on electronic communication, made the 

process of gaining participants and their consent timely. The study’s timeframe made it 

impossible to continue seeking additional volunteer participants as planned. 

 The study’s timeframe to complete the study in adherence to the researcher’s doctoral 

program caused additional limitations. There needed to be more academic assessment data. By 

conducting the study over a more extended period, the opportunity to study additional academic 

areas of growth for more informational data to measure relationships over an entire school year 

rather than just participants’ mid-year growth assessment growth rates is provided. 

 An additional limitation was during the administration of the survey questionnaire, 

regarding the word ‘competent’ in question 26 of the OLIMI, the researcher provided some 

students needing clarification with verbal assistance. The researcher clarified the word with the 

synonyms’ skilled’ and ‘good at.’ The researcher kept the original word ‘competent’ while 

adding the words for clarification to maintain accuracy with the original questionnaire, which 

was also done in the actual study. 

Delimitations 

Delimitations included sampling techniques. The researcher chose to use one school for 

data collection, with only participants showing significant signs of having experience with 

intrinsic motivation learning online. Access to more students at higher grade levels could expand 

the sample population. While having access to request volunteers from middle school 

participants attending the online school, the researcher purposely focused only on elementary 

students considering the lack of this age group represented in current online learning research. 

Another limitation was that the researcher purposefully chose to focus on intrinsically 
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motivating factors in the learning experience of online elementary students. The study’s purpose 

was fulfilled by focusing specifically on the motivational factors of intrinsic motivation and how 

students experience intrinsic motivation. The study did include negative motivation factors 

reported by students in the analysis of the findings, but it was not a primary focus of the study.  

Conclusions 

There were specific ways that elementary students experienced intrinsic motivation while 

learning online. The ways students described their experience with intrinsic motivation in the 

online classroom exemplified the SDT factors of autonomy, competence, and relatedness. 

Research has shown that students experience intrinsic motivation when they have a supportive 

learning environment that encourages autonomy, competency, and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 

1985; Kusurkar et al., 2011; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Ransdell & Rieck, 2020; Salikhova et al., 

2020; Yazdi, 2016).  

Elementary student participants provided evidence that the research claims are valid and 

that students, even in primary grades, can experience intrinsic motivation while learning online. 

The students’ online learning environment provided motivational factors of SDT contributing to 

their reported engagement, self-awareness, and motivation to be themselves and strive for 

optimal levels of learning. With evidence demonstrating that elementary students can experience 

intrinsic motivation while learning online, this knowledge will benefit the improvement and 

development of the most effective online schools for elementary students.  

Students in this study represented learners who were responsive and attempting to learn 

at their highest capability when they were encouraged by supportive teachers, influential parents 

or guardians, and a supportive, safe, and comfortable learning environment. A comfortable 

classroom included autonomy-building learning strategies with assignment choices and flexible 



  195 

 
times to complete work. Concerning their need for competence, students had positive responses 

when recalling teachers commending their efforts in class. Students also expressed their need for 

relatedness with statements of satisfaction with peer relationships and confidence instilled in 

them from teacher recognition and academic feedback, which resulted in intrinsically motivated 

students open to learning and capable of facing challenging schoolwork. While grades and 

external motivation factors were prevalent rewards, many students recognized them as reasons to 

learn. Most students expressed satisfaction with the learning process as they shared excitement 

for unique subjects, creative lessons, and collaborative projects they had enjoyed.  

The online learner, like older students in online classes and students in traditional 

elementary classrooms, is capable of intrinsic motivation linked to higher academic interest and 

achievement. The study did not show evidence of a relationship between intrinsic motivation and 

academic performance. However, it did provide a rich, detailed, and informative picture of how 

elementary students experience intrinsic motivation from home in front of an iPad. Students can 

be motivated anywhere if they have the necessary supportive elements as individual learners 

with equal success potential. 

Summary 

Elementary students experience intrinsic motivation while learning online and can 

articulate their awareness of this experience even when they are as young as seven. The data 

gathered from the students revealed significant ways students are motivated to learn online. In 

addition, participating in this study revealed unexpected indications of the depth of student 

awareness about how they think and feel about the experience of motivational learning online. 

The students knew what motivation was, and each had experiences with feeling motivated. 

Knowing students experience motivation in elementary school online with specific needs 
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fulfilled indicates that young students can internalize motivation to learn. Therefore, students 

need learning environments created to nurture these needs and allow the development of this 

motivation to grow. With individualized learning and external influences enhancing their 

experience with intrinsic motivation, students will continue to develop feelings of autonomy, 

competency, and relatedness pertinent to their success as lifelong learners. Students articulated 

what motivates them while learning online, and educators should listen to them and continue to 

provide what each student needs. Students need a supportive educational environment as a 

motivational foundation for teachers to encourage learning at their optimal levels. 
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