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Abstract
This special issue on the development of academic motivation covers many issues 
that are groundbreaking in the field of motivation and interpersonal relationships. 
In this commentary, I discuss the following elements: (a) the challenges of integrat-
ing central motivational constructs; (b) interpersonal relationships as supports for 
motivation at school; (c) school or cultural contexts that sustain motivation; (d) new 
avenues for research. I hope that the articles in this special issue will stimulate new 
research that would have the potential to advance the field but that would also be 
useful to research professionals working day to day with children and adolescents.

A central goal of educational systems over the world is to support students’ learn-
ing in a variety of school subjects. Other goals include developing the core compe-
tencies (reading, writing, maths) individuals need to function effectively in society, 
helping students to discover their core interests and then to pursue a career path that 
suits them (Guay et al., 2020), to establish positive relationships not only with their 
peers, but also with their teachers (Hamre & Pianta, 2001), and to nurture students’ 
natural curiosity, even develop a passion (Vallerand et al., 2020). In these important 
endeavors, motivation is recognized as an important personal resource that fosters 
students’ engagement and curiosity in their schoolwork and consequently achieve-
ment and perseverance in different school disciplines (Guay et  al., 2008; Pintrich, 
2003). For example, a meta-analysis showed that motivation (especially students’ 
expectancies for success) predicts a significant portion of variance in achievement 
over and above intelligence, and this finding is even more pronounced in reading. 
This means that out of two equally intelligent students, the one who perceives his/
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herself as more competent (e.g., who has stronger motivational beliefs) will have 
higher achievement scores (Kriegbaum et al., 2018).

This special issue on sociocultural and relationship contexts that motivate student 
outcomes presents a collection of groundbreaking research ideas that advance our 
knowledge on how motivation is shaped by the cultural context and how motiva-
tion processes are affected by relationships with others. Specifically, these articles 
provide insights into how relationships with teachers, peers, friends, and parents as 
well as how the characteristics of the social context in which learning takes place, 
are fundamental in supporting motivation at school. Moreover, they show the abun-
dance, variety, and complexity of contemporary thinking about motivation. The 
papers in this special issue cover many relevant topics in educational psychology, 
but in this commentary, I have decided to discuss some points ranging from intrap-
ersonal (motivation) to interpersonal (relationships) to macrosystem factors. These 
points are (a) the challenges of integrating central motivational constructs, (b) inter-
personal relationships as supports for motivation at school, (c) school or cultural 
contexts that sustain motivation, and (finally) (d) new research avenues. To illustrate 
some points, I will include selected empirical examples. However, given space limi-
tations, discussion of these papers is not meant in any way to be comprehensive.

The Challenges of Integrating Central Motivational Constructs

Articles in this special issue as well as the literature in motivation in general are 
characterized by a high number of motivational concepts. Although this is com-
mendable, we should move on to integrate similar motivational constructs to facili-
tate the accumulation of knowledge and to build interventions that work. These con-
cepts emanated from a rich theoretical tradition that is concerned with the energy 
and direction of human behavior. Motivational theories thus attempt to discover 
the reasons behind a behavior (the energy) deployed toward an activity or a task 
(the direction; Pintrich, 2003). In this special issue, many motivational concepts 
are put forward that originate from different frameworks including, but not limited 
to, achievement goals theory (AGT; Elliot, 2005), self-determination theory (SDT; 
Ryan & Deci, 2017), self-efficacy theory (SET; Bandura, 1997), expectancy-value 
theory (EVT; Wigfield et al., 2009), and attribution theory (AT; Graham, 2020). All 
these theories share some conceptual attributes but differ in how they define motiva-
tion and in the relevance of some concepts for understanding student outcomes.

For example, in SDT, motivation types (intrinsic, integrated, identified, intro-
jected, external) are differentiated by their degree of self-determination, which is an 
important feature because the more the behavior is energized by self-determination, 
the better the school outcomes. In contrast, in EVT, values or motives (intrinsic, 
utility, importance) for action are not positioned on a continuum of any sort. Specifi-
cally, intrinsic value is expected to be as efficient as utility value or importance in 
producing outcomes, although some values could be more predictive of behavior 
than others depending on the nature of the target behavior (perseverance vs. achieve-
ment). Both theories have generated a great deal of empirical work over the past 
several decades but attempts to delineate similarities and differences in concepts are 
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rare (see Wigfield et al., 2009 for an exception). When taken independently, motiva-
tional theories are well articulated and sound. However, when it comes to integrat-
ing them in a coherent way, the task becomes more complex because motivational 
constructs come from different theoretical traditions. Thus, while reading articles in 
this special issue, someone could ask herself/himself if some concepts are simply 
jingle-jangle fallacies.

Moreover, there is a tendency in motivational research to generate new concepts 
to make finer distinctions rather than to discard previous ones. Sometimes nuanced 
new concepts can be important in explaining contradictory findings, such as why 
performance goals do not always lead to negative consequences (Van Yperen et al., 
2015), but other distinctions seem more dubious, such as the nuances among differ-
ent ability beliefs (e.g., self-concept vs. self-efficacy; Hughes et al., 2005). Moreo-
ver, based on the Occam’s razor and falsifiability principles, we must be able to use 
empirical research to dispute the utility of some motivation constructs, which has 
rarely been the case. Indeed, most researchers are careful when they retain the null 
hypothesis. For example, researchers may observe that a motivation concept has a 
low nonsignificant (p > 0.05) correlation with an outcome. When facing such cir-
cumstances, researchers might interpret this weak relation as sampling error or that 
moderators are at play, which is the kind of carefulness that such results deserve. 
However, when in study after study we observe that a motivational concept is 
weakly related to various outcomes, why should we still use it to study a phenom-
enon? Indeed, small effect sizes (d < 0.20) could be misleading because they apply 
to very few individuals and could probably indicate that, for some people, effects are 
in the opposite direction (but still small).

In addition, most of us study motivation to provide recommendations to teachers, 
principals, school districts, or even governments. Many times, school profession-
als are confused because they have heard about a given motivational concept (self-
concept) and wonder if another concept is similar (perceived competence). School 
professionals, because they need to consider a plethora of motivational components 
(Murphy & Alexander, 2000) to move students from apathy to engagement, find this 
task difficult. By putting all our efforts to be more integrative, I suspect that the mes-
sage will be clearer and school practitioners would be more willing to put energy 
in developing a positive motivational climate in their schools or classrooms. In this 
special issue, Skinner proposes similar ideas regarding the contextual elements, but 
I believe that this should also be applied to motivation concepts (Murphy & Alex-
ander, 2000; Pintrich, 2003). For example, Pintrich (2003) developed a motivational 
framework helping to integrate diverse research findings as well as to organize and 
unify future research efforts. Thus, at that time, he had integrated some of the key 
aspects of motivational theories that he called “motivational generalizations” and he 
designed principles intended to foster these motivational generalizations in students. 
This initiative was promising, but unfortunately, few researchers have followed this 
path, probably because they want to stay as close as possible to the research tradition 
behind the motivational constructs they study.

A variety of motivational models are presented in this special issue. Common 
to all these models is that they propose that there are multiple reasons underlying 
human behavior. Sometimes, authors are more specific about the framework they 
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use (Starr et al., 2022/this issue) or more integrative. For example, Liem & Senko, 
(2022/this issue) tried to integrate various theoretical perspectives in their goal com-
plex model, including AGT, SDT, and EVT. However, they could have integrated 
other concepts found in this special issue which have not been the subject of much 
research to date. For example, relevant to the goal complex model is certainly the 
concept of frustration proposed by Park and Rameriz, (2022/this issue). Indeed, stu-
dents might experience frustration when they pursue mastery or performance goals 
for specific social reasons. This negative emotion can discourage goal attainment, 
which could have dramatic effects on learning outcomes. This kind of integration 
could move the field forward and lead to better recommendations to researchers and 
school professionals.

Of course, there are always several good reasons to keep studying many motiva-
tional constructs, like there are many good reasons to keep old suits, but I believe 
that there are space limits (like in the wardrobe) that researchers should have in 
mind. Such a claim is not new (Hattie et al., 2020), but I believe that it is now time 
to move toward this goal. There is no need to dispute that intentional behaviors have 
multiple reasons, but could we group them under more integrative constructs? This 
is a delicate research endeavor because at the end, some construct labeled in a cer-
tain way may disappear (e.g., intrinsic motivation could be preferred over intrinsic 
value or self-concept of ability over perceived competence), but the field will cer-
tainly gain in cohesiveness.

Thus, motivational science may be at a crossroad. Given the numerous motiva-
tional concepts in the field and that some of them are subtle variations of others, 
there is definitely a need to develop an integrative framework. However, to champion 
such a task, we need to avoid building an integrative model where relations among 
all existing motivational constructs are included, but rather we should develop a 
common language for including these constructs in one model.

Personality psychology has achieved (although imperfectly) this goal by propos-
ing the Big Five taxonomy of personality characteristics (John et al., 2008). One of 
the central goals of taxonomies is the definition of overarching components within 
which many specific characteristics could be grouped in a simplified way. Thus, in 
motivational science, a taxonomy would offer researchers the opportunity to study 
specific dimensions, rather than examining the many motives separately. Actu-
ally, there is a deep split between those who work on a given theory and those who 
work on another one. Findings to date show that none of the theories proposed were 
essentially wrong, although each provides an incomplete picture. As I said before, 
some theories suggest very similar motivational concepts that are measured with 
similar indicators. To understand these similarities among concepts requires a tax-
onomy that goes beyond the traditional idea to study motivational concepts in silos.

Interpersonal Relationships as Supports for Motivation at School

Wentzel (2022/this issue) defines a caring relationship as entailing mutual warmth 
and affection between members of a group or between two persons. This rela-
tionship is bidirectional, integrated in self-schemata, and depends on individual 
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characteristics (age, gender, and ethnicity). There is a strong emphasis in the litera-
ture on how the caring relationships students have with various social agents (e.g., 
their parents, teachers, or their peers) play a fundamental role in their motivation, 
engagement, and achievement (see Wentzel). The role of caring relationships has 
been addressed by various theories including attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969) and 
self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2017). In a seminal paper, Baumeister and 
Leary (1995) claimed that “Existing evidence supports the hypothesis that the need 
to belong is a powerful, fundamental, and extremely pervasive motivation” (p. 497). 
They went further by concluding that “The desire for interpersonal attachment may 
well be one of the most far-reaching and integrative constructs currently available 
to understand human nature” (p. 522). In support of this fundamental human need, 
research has shown that among older adults who live alone, feelings of aloneness 
and abandonment are associated with an increased risk of mortality (O’Súilleabháin 
et al., 2019). In this section, I cover the following aspects: caring relationships with 
teachers; caring relationships with parents; peers and friends; and collective effects 
of parents, teachers, and peers. As we shall see, articles in this special issue indicate 
how each source plays a fundamental role in motivation and achievement, but as 
pointed out by Skinner, their collective effects need to be better understood.

Caring Relationships with Teachers

Students need to experience positive relationships in their lives, especially at school 
where they spend a substantial proportion of their waking hours. Unfortunately, a 
significant percentage of students report experiencing conflictual relationships with 
their teachers, which could have long-lasting negative effects on their academic out-
comes (Hamre & Pianta, 2001). In particular, research has shown that boys and black 
children are less likely to have relationships with teachers that are characterized as 
close (Wood et al., 2020). Moreover, black children are also more likely to experi-
ence conflict with teachers in comparison to their white peers (Hughes et al., 2005). 
In order to prevent these relationship conflicts with minority students, Gray et al., 
(2022/this issue) suggest to set classroom conditions for communalism. Communal-
ism is not only working in teams or cooperatively, but also to create activities in 
the classroom that benefit the entire community. Thus, teaching communalism could 
foster underrepresented students’ agency.

Caring relationships between students and an adult depend on the representations 
that individual students and adults hold of this relation. From the teachers’ side, this 
relationship is at the cornerstone of teachers’ choice to enter in this profession. For 
teachers, having a rewarding relationship with students is a source of fulfillment and 
wellness that reduce their intentions to quit their job. On the other hand, experienc-
ing conflictual relationships is perceived as a stressful experience that often fuels 
their perceptions that they will not be able to attain the learning goals that they want 
to achieve with their students (Spilt et al., 2011). As evidenced by Park & Rameriz, 
(2022/this issue), such experiences could lead to frustration, a negative emotion that 
has harmful consequences for teachers, but also for students. Not surprisingly, teach-
ing has been ranked as one of the most stressful professions, and the emotional labor 
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involved in teaching is considered the primary explanation for such findings (John-
son et al. 2005).

From the students’ side, it has been found that the quality of the teacher–student 
relationship (TSR) is an important factor in their school engagement, well-being, 
and academic success (Roorda et al., 2011). Teacher–student relationships charac-
terized by conflict and mistrust have deleterious effects on children’s learning (e.g., 
Hamre & Pianta, 2001). Given the consequences (positive or negative) that TSR 
quality has for students’ motivation, but also for teachers’ wellness, it is peculiar that 
this relational dimension is not always underscored in educational programs, and not 
so much in professional development programs for teachers or in baccalaureates for 
pre-service teachers (see Robinson, 2022/this issue).

Wentzel (2022/this issue) asks an important question about the nature of this rela-
tionship: Is this relationship simply a phenomenon in the eyes of teachers and stu-
dents, or must it also be reflected in objective and observable actions? Research typ-
ically shows that when a student completes a self-report scale about the quality of 
relationship with a teacher and when a teacher also completes a scale about the same 
relation, the sense of mutuality or reciprocity is relatively low which could indicate 
the following possibilities: (a) teachers and students do not understand items of a 
TSR questionnaire the same way, (2) teachers and students use a cognitive filter that 
is based on personality dimensions (e.g., neuroticism) to build a representation of 
the relationship that is distorted from reality, (3) when answering a TSR scale, a stu-
dent and a teacher could refer to different interpersonal situations which could affect 
the correspondence between both perspectives. Concerning this last point, many 
interpersonal situations between a student and a teacher might occur over a long 
period. Teachers might more easily infer a general relationship self-schema across 
these situations, whereas for students, this task might be more difficult because of 
their limited cognitive capacities. To resolve this lack of correspondence, it might 
be useful to use both perspectives to predict students and teachers’ outcomes. In 
that way, we might discover interesting differences between both sources (teachers 
and students; see Ratelle et al., 2018 for a similar rationale). Indeed, each informant 
(student or teacher) could perceive different behaviors at different moments. Instead 
of choosing between teachers and adolescents’ perceptions, research on TSRs would 
benefit most from adopting a multi-informant approach, considering the unique 
contribution of the perceptions of each student and teacher on academic outcomes. 
The methodological benefits associated with the addition of informants (as well as 
observations) seem to be profitable in terms of improved prediction and enriched 
understanding.

Another interesting question put forward in this special issue is how teachers 
could develop these caring relationships with their students. Building and maintain-
ing these critical classroom relationships, however, is not easy. Drawing on promi-
nent motivation theories in educational psychology, Robinson (2022/this issue) 
presents a framework for understanding how teachers’ relational motivation contrib-
utes to the quality of their TSRs. In particular, Robinson focuses on how teachers’ 
motivational beliefs about TSRs may lead them to engage in relationship-building 
behaviors with students and, thus, cultivate positive relationships with their students. 
To build positive TSRs, teachers must believe that it is their role to do so, value the 
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quality of this relationship, and perceive themselves as self-efficacious in doing this 
task. However, along this road, some external circumstances may impede these fac-
tors. Specifically, building positive relationships with students can be challenging 
with the time pressure faced by teachers. Indeed, building TSR needs time and such 
time could be rare when teachers face difficulties such as students with externalizing 
behaviors or with severe learning difficulties. Similarly, there are also costs associ-
ated with engaging in TSR, especially if teachers are solely evaluated on their stu-
dents’ performance and not on the affective dimensions that they develop with them.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, these external factors were more important 
with months of online classes. Moreover, when students reintegrated into their 
classrooms there was a lot of stress associated with the management of COVID-19 
positive cases, but also with all the sanitary recommendations from governmental 
authorities (wearing masks, physical distancing). Consequently, teachers during the 
pandemic were not necessarily in the mindset to prioritize the establishment of posi-
tive relationships with students. In line with this hypothesis, Falardeau et al. (2022) 
have shown that school belonging was lower for a cohort of students that were 
taught during the pandemic years compared to a cohort of students taught before the 
pandemic.

Transactional relationships (dyadic interactions, Wentzel, 2022/this issue) 
between students and teachers are also important to better understand how these 
relationships develop over the course of a school year and how such transactions 
or interactions affects motivation and achievement. It is well known in the field of 
development that students who evidence externalizing or disruptive behaviors could 
elicit more controlling behaviors from their teachers (e.g., punitive ones) which 
subsequently increase the probability that this student will misbehave in the future. 
Thus, the teacher and the student influence each other in a transactional way. There 
are also very good reasons to believe that children’s motivation could affect how 
teachers will respond to them. Specifically, it is relatively clear from the literature 
cited above that most researchers endorse the point of view that relationships with 
teachers “predict” motivation. However, it is also possible that relationships with 
teachers are reinforced by the fact that students are motivated. Indeed, adolescents 
and young adults are not passive recipients of the social context. They are active 
agents in the social context, evoking responses from others. These responses may 
elicit behaviors from others that in turn modify the students’ representations of relat-
edness with significant others (Pianta, 1999). For example, students may enjoy col-
lege educational activities and consider them to be important, which subsequently 
affects their behaviors (e.g., seeking support from teachers; studying more at home). 
In turn, their own behaviors elicit behaviors from teachers (giving positive feed-
back), thereby subsequently leading to representations of better relationship with 
the teacher. Indeed, as I argued earlier, representations of relationships are hypoth-
esized to be updated and modified because of interactions with significant others. 
As pointed out by Wentzel, such transactional effects have rarely been tested in the 
motivation field, but we need this kind of study to better understand cumulative 
effects over the years on students’ achievement and motivation.

In sum, authors in this special issue have outlined a rich tradition of research 
on caring relationships between students and teachers regardless of how these 
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relationships are operationalized (support, attachment, relatedness). However, there 
is still a tendency for most of us to rely on self-report measures to assess these rela-
tionships thereby leading to potential distortions in the eyes of teachers and students. 
Observational systems such as the one proposed by Pianta et al. (2012) appear prom-
ising to circumvent these problems. More systems like this should be developed to 
measure relationship components central to motivational theories.

Caring Relationships with Parents

Parents are important socializing agents that can have long-lasting influence on their 
children. Thus, an important feature of our school system is to help parents become 
involved in children’s academic lives. However, research findings are inconsistent 
with parental involvement, where school-based involvement is positive, but home-
based involvement has produced mixed findings (see Pomerantz et al., 2007). Thus, 
how parents become involved in their children’s schooling is probably more crucial 
than the time they spend with them. Indeed, Pomerantz et al. (2007) in their seminal 
literature review concluded the following:

Findings on the quality of parents’ involvement indicate that although getting 
parents involved in children’s schooling is an important first step for enhanc-
ing children’s achievement, how parents become involved is also important. 
Parents’ involvement may be particularly beneficial for children when it is 
autonomy supportive, process focused, characterized by positive affect, or 
accompanied by positive beliefs. (p. 388)

In line with this, Starr et al., (2022/this issue) conducted a systematic review of 
the STEM socialization processes of caregivers that shape Black and Latinx adoles-
cents’ motivation beliefs in STEM. Their literature review indicates that children’s 
motivation beliefs are higher when parents put in place co-activity, show that STEM 
is important, and expect that their children will succeed even if parents do not have 
a great deal of knowledge in STEM. In contrast, as put forward by Liem & Senko, 
(2022/this issue), parental involvement could have negative consequences for child 
development. For example, according to their literature review, parents’ own fear of 
failure can lead them to display concerns about children’s mistakes, which, in turn, 
can lead children to feel shame over mistakes and ultimately create a fertile ground 
for children to develop performance avoidance goals.

In a recent meta-analysis that incorporated over 144 studies and more than 79,000 
students, Bureau et  al. (2022) have found that parental autonomy support is less 
related to the psychological needs of autonomy, relatedness, and competence than 
teacher autonomy support. They conclude that autonomy support has a very differ-
ent effect on student motivation depending on its source, which could be explained 
by the different expectations teachers and parents have regarding the autonomy sup-
port they provide. Teachers enact autonomy support to directly improve students’ 
academic experience and learning, while parents provide autonomy support to 
help children to act volitionally overall and not necessarily in the school context. 
This non-specific parental influence may determine the degree of need satisfaction 
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students begin their schooling with but ultimately loses part of its influence as stu-
dents grow older. These findings are in line with Pomerantz et  al.’s (2007) con-
clusions that the positive role of parents’ involvement at home is less consistent. 
Parents’ home-based involvement in intellectual enrichment activities suggests 
enhanced achievement among children, but home-based involvement directly linked 
to schoolwork does not always appear to have such benefits. This is troublesome 
because this is the most frequent form of involvement for most parents. These find-
ings are relatively general and do not take into account different school subjects. It 
is possible that when we study specific school subjects, the role of parents could be 
more important. This is exactly what Starr et al. have shown in their review regard-
ing parental involvement in STEM among underrepresented students.

In sum, parents play an important role in their children’s lives; whether this role 
produces important benefits for their children’s learning and achievement over 
and above teachers’ effects is still under research scrutiny. However, as for teach-
ers (see Robinson, 2022/this issue), it will be key to determine how to support par-
ents’ involvement so that it can optimize children’s adjustment. For example, Guay 
& Chanal, (2008) showed that fathers and mothers who acted autonomously in their 
parental role and perceived themselves as competent were perceived by their chil-
dren as providing more autonomy supportive behaviors. Thus, parents’ motivational 
resources seem to be affected by different internal and external circumstances (mari-
tal conflict; characteristics of their children such as ADHD; etc.). However, in con-
trast to their children, parents have a greater capacity to act upon their own envi-
ronment and internal characteristics in order to direct their motivational resources 
toward their parenting role. In doing so, they will be more prone to use autonomy 
support which may help their children to succeed at school.

Peers and Friends

Relationships are not only between students and their parents and teachers, but also 
among school’s peers, classmates, and friends, where all of them could potentially 
foster or hamper each others’ motivation to learn. Indeed, research on peer relation-
ships reveals that the quality of children’s relationships with their classmates is asso-
ciated with school achievement (Wentzel et al., 2021). Articles in this special issue 
also address the important role of peers that are embedded in a mesosystem with 
whom students spend a portion of their daily lives (Skinner et al., 2022/this issue).

For example, Graham et al., (2022/this issue) studied peer effects via belong-
ingness in school along with the proportion of the same race/ethnic peers in their 
school, classrooms, or courses. They define belongingness as how much students 
feel like they are part of the school culture, fit in, and are accepted and respected 
by others. The results of their research program are highly relevant for research-
ers as well as policymakers. Indeed, in a social context where schools are more 
and more diverse in terms of the ethnic and racial backgrounds of students and 
given the increase in migratory flow that has occurred in recent years, we defi-
nitely need evidence-based research on this social issue. From their research pro-
gram, Graham et al. conclude that students felt more as if they belonged to their 



 Educational Psychology Review

1 3

school when there were more same race/ethnic peers in their school, classrooms, 
or course. Same race/ethnicity peers and friends are thus an important source of 
identity affirmation and a safe haven for navigating experiences with discrimina-
tion and other forms of marginalization. Moreover, it appears that segregation in 
academic classes over time did not have a negative effect on school belonging for 
students whose racial/ethnic group was more than 20% of the school population. 
Thus, diversity in classrooms and in schools provides opportunities that can pro-
mote stronger feelings of belonging by minimizing the salience of racial/ethnic 
group size. However, as pointed out by Gray, communalism (see definition above) 
could also be used to foster belongingness among minority students.

Another type of marginalization is the one faced by students with learning 
difficulties. In several Western countries, students with learning difficulties are 
increasingly integrated into regular classrooms, sparking debate in the research 
community (Krämer et  al., 2021). Some argue that mainstreaming is beneficial 
for academic success, particularly because mainstream classrooms allow students 
with learning disabilities to be around more successful peers who can serve as 
role models. Conversely, other researchers have suggested that the regular class-
room is not the best setting for students with learning difficulties because the 
strategies offered to these students are not adapted to their needs, because too 
much content is covered, or because the pace of learning is too fast. In order to 
shed scientific light on this debate, Krämer et al. (2021) conducted a meta-anal-
ysis. The results of this meta-analysis emphasize that the inclusion of special-
needs students in a regular classroom is more favorable to their academic success 
than a special education or special needs classroom.

However, this finding must be contrasted with the "Big-Fish-Little-Pond-
Effect" (Marsh et al., 2020). This effect relies on a social comparison mechanism 
between students in a class or school. Thus, for two students with exactly the 
same level of academic ability, the one integrated into a class with a higher level 
of peer achievement will develop a more negative self-perception than the one 
who attends a class with a lower level of peer achievement. For students with 
learning disabilities who are integrated into a regular classroom, this means that 
they will develop a more negative self-image than if they attend a special educa-
tion class. This finding is of concern, especially considering that students’ per-
ception of competence has an important effect on their academic success and per-
severance (Guay et  al., 2003). How then can we reconcile these results: on the 
one hand, inclusion is beneficial for the success of students with learning difficul-
ties, but on the other hand, it undermines their self-perceptions of competence? 
Future studies should study this important research question.

Liem & Senko, (2022/this issue) try to integrate social and achievement goals 
into a goal complex model. In this model, an achievement goal could be a per-
formance or mastery one that could be pursued for social/interpersonal motives. 
For example, some students might want to be the best among their classmates 
because they know that some of their friends greatly value mathematical achieve-
ment. In that case, the performance goal is derived from the social goal. Hence, 
the achievement goals (whether mastery or performance goals) that students 
pursue are oriented by the social reason behind them. Peers can thus influence 
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students’ academic goals, in directions either complementary or antithetical to 
those espoused by adults, depending on the peers’ values and attitudes toward 
academic achievement and education more generally.

Collective Effects of Parents, Teachers, and Peers

Whereas most studies have shown that parents, peers, and teachers individually 
predict variance in students’ educational outcomes including motivation beliefs, 
they did not test whether all these relationships matter (cf., Kilday & Ryan, 2022/
this issue). We therefore do not know whether these relationships have incremental 
effects on students’ outcomes or whether one relationship suffices to foster moti-
vational resources and achievement. This question can be tested in light of differ-
ent models (see Skinner et  al., 2022/this issue). According to the coactive model, 
academic motivation reflects the addition of support from all significant or close 
relationships. Consequently, academic motivation improves with each additional 
supportive relationship. Alternatively, this model could reveal that students do not 
need support from many sources. Relational support could be redundant such that 
additional sources do not improve academic motivation or that the effect of some 
sources is specific to some outcomes. Moreover, according to the contingent oper-
ation model, a supportive relationship from one source could buffer against the 
adverse consequences associated with lack of support from other sources, or differ-
ent sources can work together to produce better outcomes.

Finally, the sequential operation model could reveal that the impact of one source 
is transmitted through its effects on other sources. For example, caring relation-
ships with parents could have an effect on children’s motivation because such rela-
tionships offer children the possibility to establish positive relationships with their 
teachers. Such sequential operations are relatively provocative because it means that 
children come to school with their own internal working models, leading them to 
show behavior that sets the path toward caring positive behaviors from the teacher. 
In addition, this sequence could mean that because some children have established 
trustworthy relationships with their parents, they came to perceive their relation-
ships with teachers as positive, even if objectively these relations are not (a cogni-
tive bias). We allude to this possibility above, but such a sequence has important 
implications for recommendations that could be made to teachers. That is, even if a 
teacher sets a positive relational climate with students that have experienced prob-
lematic relationships at home, such a positive relational climate might have limited 
effect on students’ motivation because of their own internal working model of rela-
tionships. Hence, teachers would have to intentionally help students rework these 
internal models.

My colleagues and I (Guay et  al., 2013) have conducted research in which we 
were interested in how collective effects of mother, father, and teachers’ autonomy 
support translate into higher autonomous and controlled motivation and perceived 
competence in literacy. To do so, we measured the degree to which high school 
students perceived autonomy support from their father, mother, and teachers; and 
we used latent class analysis to test the additive effects of all sources. We obtained 
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three latent classes: group 1 (17% of the sample) included students who perceived 
low autonomy support from their mother, father, and teacher; group 2 (7%) included 
students who perceived low autonomy support by their father, but moderate auton-
omy support by their mother and teacher; and group 3 (76%) included students who 
perceived all sources as autonomy supportive. The results suggest that more is not 
necessarily better: Students in group 2, who perceived low autonomy support by 
fathers, did not differ in their reported autonomous and controlled regulations and 
perceived competence from students in group 3, who perceived all sources as mod-
erately autonomy supportive. Thus, mothers or teachers could buffer the effect of a 
father who might be less autonomy supportive.

To summarize, scientific evidence informs us that uncaring relationships with 
parents, peers, and teachers place students at greater risk of developing motiva-
tional deficits, perhaps because such relationships leave unfulfilled the fundamental 
need for belonging (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). However, we need to better under-
stand the interplay between many sources of support. Kilday & Ryan, (2022/this 
issue) offer a glimpse as to how this plays out when taking into account teachers 
and peers in research on motivation. In conducting similar types of studies, we will 
better understand how relationships in one context could buffer uncaring relation-
ships in another context. Specifically, although school professionals could try to 
establish positive relationships with parents to work in the best interests of children, 
not all parents will be receptive to such efforts. Lack of responsiveness from par-
ents could be due to various factors, but after all, school professionals might have a 
limited control over them. Thus, research must study specific factors within school 
that might buffer children from the adverse effects of an uncaring parental environ-
ment. In that way, we may build schools that provide an affective foundation for the 
optimal development of children’s intellectual capacity, no matter what their family 
context is like, as well as their potential to be agentic and to have a fulfilling life.

Cultural and School Contexts That Sustain Motivation

Skinner et  al., (2022/this issue) propose to study the characteristics of the mac-
rosystem (e.g., economic, social, educational, legal, and political systems) to better 
understand what is happening at the meso- or at the microsystem levels. Specifically, 
the larger societal cultural context could play a role in explaining why some under-
represented students are demotivated at school. These authors argue that theories of 
motivation can incorporate some societal structures that could foster exclusion and 
discrimination toward some underrepresented groups but offering privileges to oth-
ers. For example, governmental funding disparities support some educational insti-
tutions but not others, leading to segregated schools and school buildings that have 
deteriorated. These disparities could affect the school personnel and the service they 
provide to students.

Reardon et al. (2022), in their work on school segregation, present a clear exam-
ple of how the macrosystem can affect a student’s achievement. As pointed out by 
the authors, in 1954, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that state mandated racial school 
segregation was unconstitutional. That is, segregated schools provide unequal 
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opportunities for learning that increase the achievement gap between underrepre-
sented students and those who are not. While there was a decline in racial school 
segregation following this court judgment, U.S. schools today have become even 
more highly racially and economically segregated. The political discourse nowadays 
seems to have turned away from the goal of providing high-quality schooling to all 
students within a system that is highly segregated. Using standardized test scores 
from grades 3 to 8 in the 2008–2009 through 2015–2016 school years from nearly 
all public schools in the USA, researchers examined the association between school 
segregation patterns and racial achievement gaps for underrepresented students. 
Their results indicate a very strong link between racial school segregation and aca-
demic achievement gaps. More segregated school systems produce larger achieve-
ment gaps between underrepresented students and white students than in less seg-
regated schools. They explain their findings by the fact that segregated schools are 
poorer. Their findings imply that high-poverty schools provide, on average, lower 
educational opportunity than low-poverty schools. Racial segregation matters, there-
fore, because it concentrates underrepresented students in high-poverty schools, 
not because of the racial composition of their schools, per se. However, there is a 
strong covariation between the representation status and poverty. In other words, a 
disproportionate number of underrepresented students attend high-poverty schools. 
Thus, as Graham et al., (2022/this issue) pointed out, we need to be careful about 
how the politics that we pursue will affect the day-to-day educational experiences 
of underrepresented students. Providing more money and other resources to segre-
gated schools is a good first step, but it will not resolve the achievement gap because 
money does not offer the possibility to fulfill belongingness or attachment toward 
school.

In sum, I believe that we need to pursue more research examining the ways that 
educational policies impede or foster motivation and achievement at school through 
different intervening mechanisms—including the capacity of teachers to establish 
caring relationships with their students. Working at the macro-level could produce 
more sustainable changes in the day-to-day lives of children than attempting to make 
local changes within such large structural inequalities.

Opening New Avenues for Research

I propose here several ideas for new avenues of research that came to mind while I 
was reading the articles from this special issue. These ideas are certainly not com-
prehensive, and I certainly do not claim to cover all the central issues that merit our 
attention as motivational researchers. Thus, more ingenious ideas could be found in 
other research, including the articles of this special issue.

First, I believe that we need to test more intervention programs that target moti-
vation. Recently, we have conducted a systematic review of the literature on read-
ing motivation (Pelletier et al., 2022), and we were struck by the fact that very few 
intervention programs exist (except CORI; Guthrie et al., 2007). Although we did 
not perform similar reviews for other school subjects, I suspect that the portrait will 
be the same. Because our role is to help future generations of teachers and students, 
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as researchers we need to pursue such initiatives to build a comprehensive picture 
of evidenced-based practices in the motivation field. To achieve this endeavor, 
we should test our motivation interventions with state-of-the-art methodologi-
cal designs involving pretest and posttest measurement and when possible random 
assignment of subjects. In the recent years, the Institute of Educational Sciences in 
the USA through What Works Clearinghouse has provided methodological guide-
lines for research seeking to test educational interventions; I believe that motivation 
researchers should follow these recommendations. However, there is a cost to this 
type of research as it consumes time and monetary resources, but I believe that it is 
this type of initiative that could make school a better place for all children, including 
those who struggle or suffer from discrimination.

As I said above, there is a tendency when we study how caring relationships with 
others affect students’ motivational states to rely on self-reported measures. Some-
times, we use self-report scales completed by teachers, sometimes those completed 
by students, and less often scales completed by both actors. To have a better idea of 
what is going on when we use self-report scales, I suggest developing observation 
systems (e.g., Pianta et al., 2012). These systems could assess how frequently teach-
ers demonstrate certain behaviors or practices during classroom hours, and then use 
these scores to see how they predict students’ motivation. My colleagues and I have 
developed such a system (Guay et al., 2020) to evaluate the effectiveness of a profes-
sional development program that we built for teachers to help them to motivate their 
students. This observation system assesses five pedagogical practices favorable to 
motivation, namely, autonomy support, structure, involvement, authentic activities, 
and collaboration. Some of these practices assess elements of a caring relationship 
(i.e., involvement). We have been able to show that this observation system is able 
to detect changes in the five pedagogical practices following an intervention. Such 
an initiative is interesting, but certainly incomplete because of the limited number of 
indicators assessing central elements of TSR. I thus encourage researchers to pursue 
such initiatives.

Although already acknowledged by some authors in this special issue (Skinner 
et al., 2022/this issue and Wentzel, 2022/this issue), I believe that we should also 
have a better idea on how the collective effects of various sources of caring relation-
ships (fathers, mothers, friends, peers, teachers) work to produce higher or lower 
levels of motivated behavior. Testing rigorously the sequential operation model 
appears important to address the possibility that it is a person’s own perceptions (or 
cognitive filter) that led to the appreciation that a relationship is a caring one or not. 
Indeed, as I noted earlier, if children come to school with an internal working model 
(that is more or less based on actual behaviors shown by others) that leads them 
to believe that their peers and teachers act positively or negatively toward them, 
then this would lead to different types of interventions, notably to help children to 
develop more accurate perceptions of others, especially if they are negative.

I began my comments with the recommendation that we develop a common lan-
guage to describe motivational principles behind human behavior and consequently 
design methodological tools to assess these principles. This recommendation ech-
oes those made by Pintrich (2003), but I admit that this task will be a difficult one, 
probably because as researchers we are too attached to our research traditions and 
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theories. However, there are some consistent findings across theories; for example, 
few researchers would recommend setting goals for children by using rewards, com-
petition, guilt, shame, punishment, humiliation, and so on. Yet, different theories 
provide different explanations for the negative consequences of these practices (e.g., 
SDT vs. attribution theory vs. goal theory). However, in cases where such con-
sistency is evident, we need to develop more overarching and common theoretical 
accounts that provide universal construct definitions that reflect the same determi-
nants and produce the same consequences. After all, most motivation constructs 
stem form an organismic metatheory (Ryan & Deci, 2017) or a relational develop-
mental system metatheory (Overton, 2015) where the organism “… is seen as inher-
ently active, self-creating (autopoietic), self-organizing, self-regulating (agentic), 
adaptive, and nonlinear/complex” (Lerner, 2016, p. 243). To study and integrate dif-
ferent levels of organization in human behavior, ranging from biology/physiology 
to culture and history, as a means to understand motivation development, we need 
an integrative framework to capture the complexity behind the ontogeny of human 
development where the transaction between the individual and the context is at the 
cornerstone (Lerner, 2016). Put differently, less is more: with less motivational con-
structs, we can understand the complexity of human behavior in a deeper way.

Finally, there is a need to study how rules, political decision at the macrosys-
tem level, affect children’s motivation at school. We have seen above the impact of 
such policies, but we need to pursue more research along this road. For example, 
in the province of Quebec (Canada) where I live, some scholars have proposed an 
increase in the mandatory age of schooling. Instead of 16, some researchers propose 
that this age should be now raised to 18 years. The rationale behind this proposition 
is that it seems that raising the minimum age of compulsory schooling has positive 
effects not only on the level of education achieved and the income of the individuals 
affected, but also on society as a whole via, for example, an increase in civic par-
ticipation, improved health, lower crime, and better long-term cognitive abilities, in 
addition to intergenerational effects. However, keeping struggling students in school 
until 18 years old, without any changes to current educational systems, could have 
an adverse effect on their academic self-concept and motivation. Thus, as economic 
researchers do, motivational researchers also need to study the impact of these types 
of laws on students’ motivation.

In conclusion, this special issue on sociocultural and relationship contexts that 
motivate student outcomes presents a collection of groundbreaking research ideas 
that advance our knowledge on how motivation is shaped by the cultural context 
and how motivation processes are affected by relationships with others. I sincerely 
hope that the publication of this special issue will stimulate new research that will 
advance our understanding of motivation at school and the other half of the story.
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