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MOTIVATIONALLY DISENGAGED 

COLLEGE STUDENTS 
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In the United States, higher or postsecondary education includes a diverse 
set of institutions and contexts that vary across a number of dimensions. For 
instance, these institutions can differ with regard to the academic programs 
they offer and the numbers and types of degrees they grant. Also, they range 
in size from smaller community colleges with enrollments below some second
ary schools to land-grant universities with enrollments topping 50,000. The 
students served by particular institutions also vary widely. Some institutions 
are designed more for the needs of minority, immigrant, low-income, or lower 
achieving populations; others have costs and academic standards that limit 
their enrollments to wealthier or more elite students. As a whole, the system of 
higher education in the United States has been lauded as the best in world and 
routinely draws large numbers of students from other countries (Schmidtl ein 
&. Berdahl, 2011 ). 

There also is an increasing recognit ion that too many students who 
begin a postsecondary education ultimately disengage and fail to complete 
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rnpleted. Postsecondary educational contexts th c . 
co . h ll , ererore, are likely to 
resent serious c a enges to students' continuing mot · . d . 

p . I . 1vat1on an active 
gagernent m eammg. 

en The purpose of this chapter is to evaluate SRL as od l c be 
d dd . one m e ror tter 

derstanding an a ressmg motivational aspects of ll d un . co ege stu ents' dis, 
ngagement. Accordmgly, the remainder of the chapter · d · 'ded . c e . W b · fl d . 1s 1v1 into ,our 

roaJ·or sect10ns. e ne Y escnbe our model of SRL and h · 1. . . ow It app 1es to 
rootivanonal disengagement among college students w,e th . thr . · w, en review ee 
rypes of SRL interventions designed to prevent or ameliorate disengagement 
among college students. We recommend several instructional practices and 
pclicies that c~ be used. to ~urture students' SRL, especially with regard 
to their regulat10n of mottvatton. Last, we recommend future directions for 
the research linking college students' SRL and their engagement within 
academic contexts. 

SRL AS A FRAMEWORK FOR 
UNDERSTANDING DISENGAGEMENT 

Models of SRL have emerged from a diverse set of theoretical roots 
that incorporate research investigating cognitive and social development, 
metacognition, volition, and motivation (Zimmerman & Schunk, 2007). 
Despite this diversity, most models share several core assumptions and a goal 
of trying to understand and expla in individuals' active management of thetr 
own academic functioning (Pintrich, 2004). In line with this perspective, 
we view college students' SRL as an active, constructive process through 
which they set academic goals and work to monitor and control dimensions 
of the learning process to accomplish those goals (Pintrich & Zusho, 2007; 
Wolters, 2003 ). 

Dimensions 

The dimensions of learning chat students can actively manage during 
SRi include their own cognition, motivation, and behavior, and elements 
of the academic context (Pintrich & Zusho, 2007). Cognition concerns 
the various mental processes individuals use to encode, process'. or learn 
when engaged in academic tasks (Pintrich, 2004; Winne & Hadwin, 19; 8>· 
Stud , . . . . l · cegies have most orten ents cognitive and mecacogn1ttve eammg stra . d bee ... _.1 d d · nsion of learn mg an n ~ to represent these processes. A secon ime . 
engagement that students can self,regulate is their physical. acn~ns,I 0d~ert 
cond d ge their crme, me u mg uct, or behavior For example, stu ents mana d . .__ wh · I · a em1c taSK."> en and how much effort they devote coward comp enng ac 
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d b Ccessful an
d productive learners, As a result, some research-

ten to e more su h ld be ch ers have argued chat a major goal of formal education s ou to tea SRL 
skills so that students may become self-regulated learners (~mbenutty, 2008; 
Boekaerts, 1996). Critical to this viewpoint is the assumption that many of 
the underlying abilities, skills, beliefs, and dispositions necessary for SRL are 

amenable co improvement. Advancements in students' SRL can result from personal experience, 
modeling, and trial and error (Schunk & Zimmerman, 1997; Winne, 1997; 
Wolters, 2011 ). In addition, SRL can be improved through purposeful inter
ventions designed and directed by teachers, counselors, or other educators 
(Schunk & Zimmerman, 1998). We center our discussion on interventions 
designed to improve SRL within postsecondary populations, with particular 
attention to the motivational aspects of these interventions. Our focus is on 
adjunct interventions that have development of SRL as a primacy goal rather 
than those embedded within regular content courses (Hofer, Yu, & Pintrich 
1998; Zimmerman, Moylan, Hudesman, White, & Flugman, 2011). We con~ 
sider three types of interventions in our discussion: tutoring, workshops, and 
extended course work. For each, we identify potential strengths and weak
nesses for fostering the motivational aspects of SRL among postsecond 
students and consider the empirical evidence of their effectiveness. Table~ 

presents a summary of the points in this discussion. 

Tutoring 

. Academic counseling, tutoring, mentoring or other one . 
ttonal experiences represent a common e of '. . -on-one mstruc
college students' SRL. One defi . r typ f L~terventton used to improve 
. d' 'd mng reature o this type of. t . . 
m iv1 ualized nature of the expe . U lik m erventton is the . ( nence. n e more t d' . l 
tutoring Topping 1996) 

1
·nd' 'd 1. d S ra ltlona academic . , , 1v1 ua 1ze RL · . 

man!~ geared toward improving students' kn mtervenuons are not pri-
a particular content area Inst d . . ow ledge or i1.mderstanding within 

· ea , tutonng m SRL · f, 
more general underlying beliefs . d IS ocused on improving the 
C~apter 4, this volume). As tut~r::~~k es, .and skills necessary for SRL (see t'~ and more domain-free strategies .:: ~~P't~ content-specific learning 
an ;nnec"""Y) to make this distincti e ,es, oweve,, it can be difficult 

ne advantage of this . on. 
able to respond . . type of mtervention i h . 
content and SR{o ~~ md1vidual student's need s td _at skilled tutors are 
tutor can as s ills (Hock, Deshler & S h s rekgar mg academic course 

sess stude ' ' c uma er 1999) A 
on one or m nts areas of need with d ' · well-skilled 

ore strate . h regar to SRL d 
number of researche;~s to elp them best reach th . an q~ickly work 
grams designed to ach. ave begun to develop e 1r ~cadem1c goals. A 

ieve goals similar to th' computenzed tutoring pro· 
ts type of ind' 'd . ivi uahzed tutoring 
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TABLE 31 
comparison of Postsecondary Self-Reguiat d L . 

_ . e earning Intervention Types 
category Tutonng Workshops Coursework -easic charac- Counseling , mentor- Offered through Learning to Learn teristics or ing, or coaching campus learning 

description Focused more on (l2L) , Student 
SRL and less on 

centers to general Success, or 
student population 

specific academic Often required for 
Learning and 

subjects, but struggling or 
Motivation Strat-

interventions can egies course 

include both 
at-risk students Offered as elective 

credit or required 
for students 
enrolled in 
developmental 

Duration Short-term Short-term 
education 

Longer term one 
(-30-90 minutes) (- 60-180 minutes) academic session 

Students can attend Not usually offered (e.g., semester, 
one or multiple as a series (i.e., quarter) 
sessions. so dura- students only 
tion may vary by attend one 
student session) 

Dimensions Based on individual Typically focused on All four areas can 
of SAL student need one or two spe- be covered, but 
covered Could cover one or cific dimensions not often equally 

all dimensions or strategies (e.g .• Both theory and 
note-taking or strategies of SRL 
mind-mapping) 

Strengths Tutors able to Quick "shot" of SAL More comprehen-
assess individual instruction sive approach to 

student needs Able to focus on a developing effec-

If multiple sessions, specific strategy tive SRL engage-

opportunity or area of SAL ment behaviors 

for students to Multiple oppor-

receive and apply tunities for feed-

feedback 
back and data 
generation 

Empirical evidence 
of improved 
grades, retention, 
and SRL engage-
ment of course 
takers 

Weaknesses Not typically No guidance on Minimal evidence 
of effectiveness 

comprehensive 
how to modify 

in improving stu-
behaviors after SAL interven-
initial instruction 

dents' regulation 
tions (i.e., theory of motivation 
behind strategies 
not typically 
discussed) 

Not generally 
Present more in 

Nature of Not present unless some courses 

motivational motivation is 
available than in others, 

feedback specific focus depending on 

loop of intervention curriculum and 

sessions focus of institution 



(Azevedo, 2005; Hadwin & Winne, 2001 ). Improving students' motivational 
feedback loop or motivational regulation, however, is not a commonly cited 
goal of individual tutoring, regardless of how it is delivered. 

Empirical evidence that personalized tutoring programs can improve 
student learning and performance is limited (Hock et al., 1999; Norton 
& Crowley, 1995). Evidence that these individualized interventions can 
be effective for improving attitudes, beliefs, or the planning, monitoring, 
and strategies necessary for motivational regulation is even rarer. In one of 
the few studies that have examined the effect of tutoring programs on stu
dents' SRL engagement, an individualized intervention developed by Butler 
(2003) proved successful for helping college students with a learning disabil
ity improve their ability to engage in SRL. In this system, students and the 
trained instructors jointly select what tasks they will complete; the instructor 
asks questions, promotes reflection, and prompts students' strategic thinking; 
and the student discusses, articulates, and makes final decisions about how 
tasks are to be completed (Buder, 2003). This work shows that supporting, 
developing, and improving the motivational and strategic aspects of SRL also 
can be incorporated into individual tutoring sessions. 

Workshops 

Workshops represent a second type of academic in tervent ion geared 
toward improving SRL. Commonly offered through campus learning cen
~ers or other support units, this type of interve n tion is directed at imp rov
ing one or two component skills within SRL (e.g., note taking time 
management), often with a small group of students. Although they ~ay be 
comp?nents of a larger program, workshops most often represent discrete 
rrne~ces that are independent of other instructional suppo rts (Norton 

row ey, 1995). As~ exa~ple, a learning cente r might offer individual 
workshops, each covering a different aspect of SRL w· h d 

~::~p<::n?:~~~:~!:td 10, this volume, for det~ils
1
~b::tte; r:f:~~:i~l 

Workshops or other similar short-term i . 
ing to students because the required level of nte rv_en t1on~ can be appeal-
and they can select experiences linked to t~oi:nm1tme~t ts re latively low 
these interventions are don II d e1r perceived needs. When 
" h " f e we ' stu ents can rec . . k c 
s ot o SRL instruction that the mi . etve a qu1c ' rocused 

they attend sessions focused o Y_ ~ht otherw ise not receive. Unless 
. n mottvat1on how h . 

may provide no help in de I . ' ever, t ese interventions 
A l . ve opmg students' · . 

not 1er disadvantage of these ro ra . . mottvanonal regulat ion. 
dents may receive instruction t p h 1 :t ts their duration: Although stu
behaviors, they often do not re:eiv: ~dd~~ gene~te data to mod ify thei r 

tt1onal guidance in how to do so. 
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