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The Effects of the Academic Motivation of College Students on School Policy Violations

College is a place for students to develop their education, and each institution has policies

in place to ensure the learning process occurs in a safe, conducive environment. For most

students, college is expensive, time-consuming, and requires an immense amount of work in

order to do well. However, even when considering all of the time and resources that students put

towards their education, many still violate the policies that campuses put in place to improve the

learning experience. There is limited research on these kinds of violations among college

students or the variables that influence a student’s decision to commit them. This study

specifically looks at academic motivation of college students and predicts higher levels of

motivation will correlate to lower frequencies of policy violations committed.

There are numerous studies that have considered different aspects of academic motivation

on college campuses. Academic motivation has been defined as a student’s desire to partake in

the learning process or engage in the experiences of college (Hulleman et al., 2016). This study

will examine three different types of motivation: intrinsic, extrinsic, and amotivation. Intrinsic is

when a student wants to engage in a task out of pleasure or interest, while extrinsic motivation is

driven by external forces, like rewards, escape from punishment, or recognition/popularity from

others (D’Lima et al., 2014; Levpuček & Podlesek, 2019; Paul et al., 2014; Wu, 2019). Both of

these types of motivation are predicted to negatively correlate with the average frequency of

policy violations. Amotivation is the opposite of motivation, and in the academic setting it refers

to a student’s disinterest in engaging in the learning process or campus experiences of a college

or university (Levpuček & Podlesek, 2019). Amotivation is predicted to positively correlate with

the frequency of policy violations in this survey. When considering academic achievement,

studies have found that women tend to outperform men in college (Berings et al., 2013; D’Lima
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et al., 2014). Research has also shown that, while men tend to score higher in self-efficacy,

women usually score higher in motivation than men, and this remains true in the higher

education setting (D’Lima et al., 2014). This makes sense, considering studies have also found

that higher levels of motivation lead to better academic achievement (Gangolu, 2019; Grabau,

2019; Hulleman et al., 2016; Wu, 2019). Another study tested whether a student’s living

arrangement (on campus versus at home) impacted their education, and found that those who

learned from home in an online format or commuted focused more on academic achievement

than social inclusion (Pokorny et al., 2017). So, they engaged less in campus activities and social

pastimes and placed more value on their academics, which could indicate a relationship between

academic motivation and living arrangement. This relationship is tested in the present study and

it is hypothesized that those who live off campus have higher academic motivation than those

who live on campus. The role of technology in giving off-campus students easier access to

academic resources and assistive tools may also support this hypothesis (Graham et al., 2018).

While these studies help gain a better understanding of the academic motivation of college

students, they give us no insight on how academic motivation affects the policy violations of

those students.

The research that has been conducted on student violations revolves more around specific

policies than conduct violations in general, like alcohol consumption and plagiarism, both of

which are considered in this study. Multiple studies have linked alcohol use to negative physical

and social side effects, especially among college students where heavy drinking is considered a

norm (Cronce & Larimer, 2011; Cronce et al., 2018; Prince et al., 2018). These negative side

effects could be academic, interpersonal, or physical, just to name a few. Some studies have

found that there is no clear indicator as to which alcohol-related side effects a student will
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experience when drinking because there is too much variability (Prince et al., 2018). Another

study examined colleges and universities that were given a list of research-supported drinking

intervention strategies for their students, as well as a list of strategies that were not supported by

evidence or even shown to be ineffective. Of these schools, 23% did not implement any of the

supported interventions, and 45% only implemented a single intervention (Cronce et al., 2011).

So not only are a large portion of college students participating in heavy drinking, but it is

difficult to predict how each student will be affected, and the institutions are doing little to

combat the substance abuse. The majority of research involving college drinking revolves around

intervention and prevention methods, and much less on characteristics that indicate why a

student might engage in this sort of behavior. To my knowledge, academic motivation has not

been used as a predictor of alcohol use in research thus far. This study predicts that academic

motivation will be negatively correlated to alcohol use.

Plagiarism, while it has no physical side effects like substance use, is considered a serious

offense on many college campuses and can result in disciplinary action, possibly even

suspension or expulsion. One study showed that nearly 84% of college students have admitted to

plagiarising during their college career, whether it was using a textbook when they were not

supposed to, working together on an assignment meant to be completed individually, or copying

answers off another student’s assignment/test (Baran & Jonason, 2020). It is fair to say that

plagiarism is fairly common, and these statistics do not take incidents of accidental plagiarism

into account. This same study found that boldness, disinhibition, and a goal of mastering the

learning material were all correlated with plagiarism. When considering the connection between

academic motivation and plagiarism, one study by Rettinger (2014) and his associates showed
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that intrinsic motivation correlated with lower self-reports of plagiarism, and the data in this

study is expected to support Rettinger’s findings.

Prescription drug use, like alcohol use, is another policy violation that could have serious

negative physical or psychosocial repercussions for the student. Prescription drug use has

significantly increased on college campuses in the years since 2003 (Parks et al., 2017). One

study showed that 61.8% percent of the students participating were offered prescription

stimulants, and 31% had used prescription stimulants for non-medical purposes. When the

students were asked about their reasoning for using stimulants, the most common motive was to

improve studying or grades, while curiosity was also a popular answer (Garnier-Dykstra et al.,

2012). This is supported by other research, which states that prescription drug use is most

common in schools that are more competitive or have higher admission standards, and the

students gave similar reasonings for their behaviors, like improved concentration or simply

getting high (Parks et al., 2017). To my knowledge, academic motivation has not been used as an

indicating variable of prescription drug use in research, but it is predicted to negatively correlate

with prescription drug use.

While there is plenty of research on academic motivation and college policy violations

respectively, there is little research about how the two interact. This study focuses on academic

motivation, including intrinsic, extrinsic, and amotivation, and is testing them against specific

college policy violations and the average frequency of violations in order to see if there are

correlations or differences between the variables. It will also compare the demographics between

various amounts/types of motivation or violations in order to see if either are affected by

age/year in school, gender, living arrangement, or employment status. The conclusions drawn

from this study may help colleges and other organizations implement intervention/prevention
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programs in schools and the community, which could lessen the occurrence of policy violations

on campus and create a more productive, safe learning environment.

Methods

Participants

The participants in this study were chosen using a convenience sample from the student

population of a small, private Midwestern University. There were a total of 150 participants

(26% male, 74% female) between the ages of 18 and 50 years old, with the mean being 21.81.

Race was not included in the demographics information following IRB’s suggestion that it could

be used as an identifying factor in such a small sample size. GPA was also collected, which

ranged from 2.0 to 4.0 on a 4.0 scale. 18.79% of the participants were freshman, 22.82% were

sophomores, 25.5% were juniors, 28.19% were seniors, and the remaining 4.7% were super

seniors. Living arrangement (65.1% on campus, 34.9% off campus) and employment status

(59.73% employed, 40.27 unemployed) were also collected.

Data Collection & Measurement of Variables

The study was conducted using an online survey. Professors were asked if the researcher

could distribute the survey to their classes. The classes chosen were those that were readily

available to the researcher. If the professor consented, then the students were asked if they would

like to participate, and if they agreed, they were sent a link to the survey. The survey consisted of

four sections, the first of which contained an explanation of the study and asked the participants

for informed consent of their participation. The next section asked for the participants’

demographic information, including age, gender, year in school, GPA, living arrangement, and

employment status. The third section used the Academic Motivation Scale (AMS-C 28) -
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College Version, created by  Robert J. Vallerand and his associates (1993), to measure the

intrinsic, extrinsic, amotivation, and overall motivation of the participants. There are three

different types of intrinsic motivation: motivation toward gaining knowledge, motivation

towards accomplishment, and motivation towards experiencing stimulation. There are also three

types of extrinsic motivation: motivation towards identification (the value that the individual

attributes to the activity), motivation toward introjection (attempting to avoid internal

conflict/pressure), and external regulation (outside rewards and constraints). The scale contains

28 statements (4 dedicated to each subtype of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation and 4 more

dedicated to amotivation) pertaining to an individual’s college experience, and then has the

participants rate how much each statement corresponds to them on a seven point scale (1 = Does

Not Correspond at All... 7 = Corresponds Exactly). The final section asked participants how

frequently they engage in 8 different types of college policy violations: alcohol use, tobacco use,

marijuana use, hard drug use, prescription drug use, vandalism, plagiarism, and stealing. This

used a six point scale that ranged from “Never” to “5-7 days a week”. This allows for the

participants’ motivation scores to be compared to the frequency of the violations that they

commit, which can help reveal which violations are most influenced by academic motivation,

and in turn which ones might be most impacted by motivational intervention/prevention

programs.

Results

The first test was used to analyze the relationship between motivation and policy

violations in general. A bivariate correlation was run comparing the overall average motivation

score and average frequency of policy violations of each participant. The results did not reach



MOTIVATION EFFECTS ON COLLEGE POLICY VIOLATIONS 8

statistical significance, r(142) = -.15, p = .067, which may be because the sample size was not

large enough for significance to be established. However, though there was not a correlation

between overall motivation and policy violations, a few significant correlations can be found

when analyzing the relationships between certain types of motivations and different kinds of

violations.

For example, a bivariate correlation was run between prescription drug use and the

intrinsic motivation of knowledge, the results of which showed a significant negative correlation,

r(145) = -.16, p = .048. So, as intrinsic motivation towards knowledge increases, prescription

drug use decreases. The same negative correlation was found after running a bivariate correlation

between vandalism and the identified regulation type of external motivation, r(145) = -.19, p =

.021, which is when an individual attributes value to an object or activity. Vandalism was also

positively correlated to amotivation, r(146) = .19, p = .023. These results suggest that a person

who attributes value to the object/focus of the vandalism and rates low in amotivation (high in

motivation) is less likely to engage in an act of vandalism against that object. The extrinsic

motivation of identification was also negatively correlated to overall average violations of each

participant, r(144) = -.17, p = .038, so the participants attributed value to the object of the

violation, and this made them less likely to commit the violation.

The correlation between the policy violation of plagiarism and intrinsic motivation was

the most robust when analyzed through a bivariate correlation. Not only did frequency of

plagiarism negatively correlate with the average intrinsic motivation, r(144) = -.20, p = .017,

plagiarism also negatively correlated with each distinct type of intrinsic motivation (See Table

1). Intrinsic motivation towards knowledge, r(145) = -.17, p = .038, intrinsic motivation towards

accomplishment, r(145) = -.18, p = .032, and intrinsic motivation to experience stimulation,
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r(146) = -.16, p = .047, are all negatively correlated to the frequency of plagiarism. So as

intrinsic motivation increases, the frequency of plagiarism decreases.

Table 1

Correlation of Variables to the Frequency of Plagiarism:

Variable n r p

1. Avg. Intrinsic 146 -.20 .017*

2. Intrinsic - Knowledge 147 -.17 .038*

3. Intrinsic - Accomplishment 147 -.18 .032*

4. Intrinsic - Stimulation 148 -.16 .047*

* p < .05

Some common demographics among the participants were also correlated with their

motivation and frequency of college policy violations. A bivariate correlation was used to

examine the relationship between the student’s year in college and their intrinsic motivation to

experience stimulation, and the two variables were found to be positively correlated, r(145) =

.17, p = .039. This suggests that the longer a student is in college, the more motivated they are to

experience stimulation. Another test was run to differentiate between the motivation of students

who live on-campus and off-campus. A t-test was conducted using living arrangement as the

grouping variable and amotivation as the test variable, and a significant difference, t(145) = 2.71,

p = .008, was found between the amotivation scores of those who live on campus (M = 1.92, SD

= 1.30) and those who live off campus (M = 1.41, SD = .98). This suggests that students who live

on campus are more likely to be amotivated than students who live off campus. Another t-test

was run with amotivation as the testing variable, but used employment status as the grouping
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variable. A significant difference, t(146) = 3.57, p = .001, was found between the amotivation

scores of employed students (M = 1.44, SD = .95) versus unemployed students (M = 2.20, SD =

1.43), which means that students who are unemployed show significantly more amotivation than

those who are employed.

A t-test was conducted using gender as the grouping variable and average motivation,

average violations, average extrinsic motivation, and extrinsic motivation towards identification

(attributing value to certain tasks/objects) as the test variables (See Table 2). A significant

difference, t(143) = 2.13, p = .035, between the average motivation of men (M = 4.76, SD =

1.03) and women (M = 5.14, SD = .92) was found, meaning that the women are more likely to be

motivated than men. A significant difference, t(145) = 2.09, p = .039, was also found between

the average frequency of policy violations for men (M = 1.58, SD = .57) and women (M = 1.39,

SD = .44). This means that women commit college policy violations less frequently than men.

The t-test also showed a significant difference between men (M = 5.18, SD = 1.23) and women

(M = 5.57, SD = .96) for average extrinsic motivation, t(145) = 2.02, p = .046, and between men

(M = 5.35, SD = 1.30) and women (M = 5.96, SD = .92) for extrinsic motivation of identification,

t(145) = 2.65, p = .011. These results suggest that women are more extrinsically motivated

overall, and that they are more likely than men to attribute value to certain activities or objects

and then act based off of those values.
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Table 2

Variable Male Female t(145) p

M SD M SD

Avg. Motivation 4.76 1.03 5.14 0.92 2.13 .035*

Avg. Violations 1.58 0.57 1.39 0.44 2.09 .039*

Avg. Extrinsic 5.18 1.23 5.57 0.96 2.02 .046*

Extrinsic - Ident. 5.35 1.30 5.96 0.92 2.65 .011*

*p < .05

Discussion

The results of this study showed that the main hypothesis being tested, which stated that

the motivation of college students would influence the frequency at which they commit college

policy violations, was not directly supported. However, the relationship was negative,as

predicted, meaning that violations decreased as motivation increased. When the other

correlations between specific types of motivation and violations are taken into account, it offers

compelling evidence that the topic at least warrants further investigation. One of the limitations

of this study that may have influenced the significance of the overall hypothesis is the sample

size. Since the study is only composed of 150 participants that were conveniently sampled, the

small sample size may have skewed the accuracy of the results. Also, following a

recommendation from the IRB, race was removed from the demographic information on the

survey because they suggested that race could potentially be used as an identifier of minority

participants in such a small, exclusive sample. Because of this, the variable of race was unable to

be accounted for in this study, which may also have impacted the accuracy of the results.
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Even though the general correlation between overall motivation and average frequency of

violations was not directly supported by the data, there is other evidence that supports the

relationship. There were multiple examples of specific types of motivation that were

significantly correlated to particular policy violations, the most compelling of which is the

relationship between intrinsic motivation and plagiarism. Rates of plagiarism not only shared a

significant, negative correlation with the average overall intrinsic motivation of each participant,

but with all three specific types of intrinsic motivation as well. This was as expected, and it

follows the same line of thinking as the overall hypothesis in the sense that those with higher

rates of intrinsic motivation are less likely to commit plagiarism. This was also found to be true

with prescription drug use, which was significantly lower in people who rated high in intrinsic

motivation towards knowledge. College students who are truly motivated by learning new things,

gaining information, and possessing knowledge are less likely to abuse prescription drugs. With

vandalism, the results suggested that a student who has low levels of amotivation is less likely to

commit vandalism. They are also less likely to commit vandalism if they have attributed value to

the object of the vandalism. In the case of higher education, this means that students are less

likely to vandalize school property if they value the school or the property.

All of the relationships between these variables indicate that increasing the motivation of

the students should decrease the amount of college policy violations that occur on campus. The

analysis of the demographic information also revealed some significant findings. Students who

are employed are generally more motivated than those who are unemployed. A way to increase

motivation of students on campus might be to create more opportunities for student work-study.

Most colleges have career centers that help upperclassmen procure jobs after college, but maybe

these facilities could be adapted so that they can also be used for incoming students looking for
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part-time jobs in the community. Also, while living on campus does have numerous social

benefits, this study actually indicates that students who live on campus tend to be more

amovitated than those who live off campus. A way to account for this might be to create more

on-campus spaces where students can get away from the social aspect of college. This would

allow them a private space for personal time where they can focus on their studies without

distractions from roommates, friends, or campus activities. Of course social interaction is

important for student development, and campus events help integrate the students into the

college environment, but everything is only good in moderation. If they become over stimulated

by campus activities and social interactions, then their academic motivation may begin to

decline. It might also help to alleviate some of the more rigorous living requirements for students

so that they can live off-campus if they choose, and to make education and resources more

accessible to these types of students. Considering that the extrinsic motivation of identifying

regulation (attributing value to tasks/objects) was significant in multiple cases, another method to

decrease policy violations might be to find a way to make the students attribute more value to the

school and their education. This is especially true for students who score high in amotivation,

because most of these students display disinterest in higher education or the learning process.

One option might be to have all students complete the AMS-C upon entry to the school, and if a

student scores high in amotivation they can be assigned to a counselor or study group to help

them see the value in education/the school. If programs like these or others were implemented on

college campuses and could improve student motivation, the rates of plagiarism, vandalism, and

prescription drug use should decrease.
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Conclusion

Academic motivation and college policy violations interact in a variety of ways, and a

correlation between these two variables has been supported in this research. Applying this

correlation to higher education could result in the implementation of programs that increase

academic motivation of students, therefore decreasing the frequency of policy violations. This is

especially true since intervention programs alone, like those for alcohol abuse, have been shown

to not be very effective on campuses (Cronce et al., 2011). When conducting future research, a

larger, more diverse sample size may help to improve the accuracy of the results and solidify the

relationship between academic motivation and college policy violations. Further research should

also focus on finding methods of increasing academic motivation on college campuses, whether

it be through the implementation of assistive programs or by other means.
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