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Abstract 

 Motivation is an important factor as regards academic achievement and can be viewed as self-

determination to succeed in whatever activities an individual engages in.  The purpose of this 

study was to determine whether a difference exists in academic motivation between male and 

female PhD students enrolled in a fully online program of study at a public university in a small 

metropolitan area in Texas.  University students from a fully online program (n=17) completed 

the Academic Motivation Scale (AMS) (Vallerand, Pelletier, Blais, Briere, Senecal, and 

Vallieres, 1992) that assessed a variety of motivational factors including intrinsic (mastery), 

extrinsic (performance), and amotivation (absence of).  The results of this study revealed that 

there is no statistically significant difference in levels of motivation between the two genders.  

While the sample size was relatively small, this study provides a basis for future research.  The 

implications of this research may provide further insight into student motivation. 

Keywords: academic motivation, cadre, fully online, intrinsic motivation, external 

 motivation, amotivation, self-determination theory 
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Academic Motivation of PhD Students:  Does Gender Matter? 

 Viable doctoral programs of study are clearly taken as a serious matter by individuals 

who choose to pursue these programs of study.  They are based on decisions that range from the 

pursuit of a new career, more income earning potential, or the desire to learn more (Pew, 2007).  

Research indicates that female students display a more self-determined motivational profile than 

male students (Daoust, Vallerand, & Blais, 1988; Vallerand, Blais, Briere, & Pelletier, 1989).  

The Academic Motivation Scale (AMS) (Vallerand et al., 1992) examines the types of 

motivations exhibited along the self-determination continuum.  The subscales of the AMS deal 

with seven types of motivation that correlate to the behaviors represented in the self-

determination continuum which are based on Ryan and Deci’s (2000) Self-Determination Theory 

(SDT).  Self-Determination Theory examines those inherent growth tendencies and 

psychological needs that lead people to be self-motivated (Ryan & Deci, 2000).   Each subscale 

of the AMS contains four questions that measure the degree of participant motivation for 

intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation, and amotivation.  When placed on the self-

determination continuum, these levels of motivation will reveal the amount of self-determination 

a student exhibits towards pursing goals (Woolfolk-Hill, 2009).  Pew (2007) offers the following 

definition of motivation based on the input from several researchers: 

“Motivation has been defined as the level of effort an individual is willing to 

expend toward the achievement of a certain goal (Brennen, 2006, p. 4). 

Motivation energizes, directs and sustains behavior and can be either intrinsic or 

extrinsic (McDevitt, 2006, p. 1)” (p. 14). 

The researchers for this study hypothesized that female students enrolled in a 

distance-delivered PhD program may be more motivated than male students, based upon 
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previous research findings.  The researcher’s survey was designed to evaluate the 

opinions of the students involved and provide additional data to support or disprove this 

claim. 

Definition of Terms 

 Academic motivation is defined as “a person’s desire (as reflected in approach, 

persistence, and level of interest) regarding academic subjects when competence is judged 

against a standard of performance or excellence” (McGrew, 2007, Academic Motivation, para. 

1).  For the purpose of this study, academic motivation is defined as the determination to 

complete an academic program. 

Intrinsic motivation is defined as the drive to pursue an activity simply for the pleasure or 

satisfaction derived from it (Vallerand et al., 1992).  For the purpose of this study, intrinsic 

motivation is defined as the determination to participate in something purely for the pleasure that 

it gives to the individual.  

Extrinsic motivation is defined as pursuing an activity out of a sense of obligation, or as a 

means to an end (Vallerand et al., 1992).  For the purpose of this study, extrinsic motivation is 

defined as the determination to complete an activity, feeling the individual will receive some 

reward. 

Amotivation is defined as the absence of intent or drive to pursue an activity due to one’s 

not valuing the activity, feeling incompetent, or feeling unable to obtain a desired outcome 

(Vallerand et al., 1992).  For the purpose of this study, amotivation is defined as absence of 

motivation. 
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Problem Statement 

The College of Information at a public university in a small metropolitan area in Texas 

has recently started offering a distance-delivered PhD in the area of computers in education.  The 

distance-delivered PhD is a blended offering with students taking online courses throughout the 

year and attending an annual face-to-face meeting during the summer semester.  This program is 

intended for those students living outside of the regional area, who are not able to attend campus-

based, face-to-face classes.  The program requires sixty-nine credit hours of coursework, 

successful completion of a doctoral portfolio, and dissertation.  The first official cadre of 

students began the distance-delivered PhD program of study during the summer 2012 semester, 

and it is anticipated that the first official cadre will graduate during the fall 2016 semester, 

designating a four-to-five year doctoral program of study.   

The first official cadre began with 25 students, with retention after one semester 

continuing with 20 students.  With the expected time to graduation for those enrolled in the 

distance program designed as being five years or less, student’s level of academic motivation is 

important as it will play a key role in persistence towards successful completion of the program.  

By studying the levels of motivation that support students towards achieving academic success, 

faculty and administrators of this new distance-delivered PhD program of study can develop a 

better understanding as regards the sources of motivation for both male and female students, and 

consider necessary adjustments to the current program of study that may encourage the student to 

endurance towards degree completion. 

The purpose of this study was to compare the levels of academic motivation of male and 

female students enrolled in a fully online program at a public university in in a small 

metropolitan area in Texas to consider whether a difference exists between the two groups.  As 
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such, the specific research question addressed through this study was:  What is the difference in 

academic motivation between male and female PhD students enrolled in a fully online program?  

The following literature review further frames this research effort.   

Literature Review 

Over the past decade there has been an increased interest in the academic motivation of 

college students.  According to Artino and Stephens (2006), several scholars have referenced the 

fact that the study of Self-Regulated Learning (SRL) is an important factor for students in online 

education programs.  This opinion is based on the impact of student achievement and the 

apparent link to their motivation and self-regulation in the online learning environment (Artino 

and Stephens, 2006).   

Many research studies using the Academic Motivation Scale (Vallerand et al., 1992) have 

been conducted to determine which factors may contribute to both positive and negative 

motivational levels for both on campus and distance-delivery.  The majority of the research 

(Daoust, et al., 1988; Vallerand et al., 1989; Lange & Adler, 1997; and Guay et al., 2010) 

indicates that female students tend to score higher on all subscales of the AMS but that there is 

no statistically significant difference among genders.  The purpose of the literature review is to 

investigate what is currently known about the academic motivational differences among male 

and female students as a measure of determining academic achievement and persistence.  The 

research will seek to uncover gaps that provide relevant information to guide future decisions for 

the distance-delivered PhD program. 

Vallerand et al., (1992) reported that female students scored significantly higher than 

male students on introjected and identified regulation, as well as on all three intrinsic motivation 

subscales of the AMS.  A study conducted by Baker (2004) also suggested that, as regards 
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gender differences, women had higher extrinsic motivation identified scores than did men, 

indicative of a more self-determined motivational profile, which may have had an indirect 

influence on academic performance.  Results of a study conducted by Brouse, Basch, LeBlanc, 

McKnight and Lei (2010) concluded that females reported higher levels of overall motivation, 

including intrinsic and extrinsic motivation.  According to prior research, studies established that 

female students display a more self-determined motivational profile than male students (Daoust, 

et al., 1988; Vallerand et al., 1989; Lange & Adler, 1997; and Guay et al. 2010).  

While most of the research studies have found that there is a higher incidence of self-

motivation in females, there have been studies that indicate otherwise.  Ory (1997) found that 

there was no gender difference between male and female students with regards to asynchronous 

learning networks (ALN).  In a study conducted by Cerezo-Rullio and Casanova-Arias (2004) 

results indicated that girls had lower levels of extrinsic motivation than boys but gender 

differences were not found in intrinsic motivation.  However it should be noted that the study 

was conducted on secondary school students and not college students.  Similarly, a study 

conducted by Shang (1998) in Taiwan focusing on physical education classes in junior high and 

high school found that female students had lower intrinsic motivation than males. 

Cokley, Bernard, Cunningham and Motoike’s (2001) psychometric investigational study 

of the AMS using a United States sample found that there were no statistically significant gender 

differences on any of the subscales of the AMS.  In this study, 263 students enrolled in 

undergraduate psychology courses at a large mid-western university were administered a 

questionnaire consisting of the AMS and demographic data form.  A t-test was conducted on the 

means of all the subscales of the AMS in order to test for gender differences.  Findings were 

consistent with those of Vallerand et al., (1992); however it was concluded that more research 



ACADEMIC MOTIVATION: DOES GENDER MATTER?	   8	  
	  

using this scale to examine gender differences should be conducted (Cokley et al., 2001).  It is 

worthy of note, that the study (Cokely et al., 2001) was focused upon undergraduate degree-

seeking students and not upon graduate students, specifically doctoral students in either a 

traditional face-to-face program of study or a distance-delivered program of study.  As such, the 

literature review still indicates that most studies comparing the differences in levels of 

motivation of students resulted in females scoring slightly higher than males on all subscales of 

motivation. 

Methodology  

 As the purpose of the study was to determine whether a difference exists in academic 

motivation between male and female PhD students enrolled in a fully online program of study at 

a public university in a small metropolitan area in Texas, the methodological aspects of the 

research are worthy of articulation. 

Participants 

A purposive sample was utilized for the study, selecting nontraditional students who were 

enrolled in the second semester of a fully online PhD program at a large public university located 

in a small metropolitan area in Texas during the fall semester of 2012.  All participants are 

members of the doctoral student cadre, enrolled in the same distance-delivery program and 

enrolled in the same classes each semester; however, the cadre of students could be enrolled in 

different sections of the same class, with different instructors within a semester period.  Due to 

the participants being online students, the participants were located in different localities across 

the United States, with one student residing in another country.  The participants were self-

designated as consisting of 12 females (71%), 3 male (18%), and 2 of unidentified gender. 
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Students ranged in age from 25 to 54 years of age, with four of the 17 students falling 

within the range of 25 to 34 years (26.7%), seven students in the 35 to 44 year age range (46.7%) 

and four students in the 45 to 54 year range (26.7%).  The majority of the students were 

employed in some capacity, with 13 self-designated as employed for wages (86.7%), 1 student 

was self-employed (6.7%) and 1 student was employed as a homemaker (6.7%).  In regards to 

ethnicity, the participants fell into three groups.  Ten students identified more closely with white 

(66.7%), 4 students identified as white, Non-Hispanic (26.7%) and 1 student as African 

American (6.7%).  The majority of the participants were married with 13 students currently 

married (86.7%) and 2 that are single, never married (13.3%). 

Measure   

 Academic Motivation Scale (AMS, Vallerand et al., 1992).  The AMS has a total of 28 

items.  It is divided into 7 subscales, each consisting of 4 item questions.  The 7 subscales on the 

AMS measure:  Intrinsic Motivation to Know (IMTK); Intrinsic Motivation to Accomplish 

(IMTA);  Intrinsic Motivation to Experience Stimulation (IMES); Extrinsic Motivation Identified 

Regulation (EMID); Extrinsic Motivation Introjected Regulation (EMIN); Extrinsic Motivation 

External Regulation (EMER); and, Amotivation (AMOT) (Vallerand et al., 1992).   

 The AMS was modified to add demographic data questions at the end of the survey, as 

also occurred in other research efforts that implemented the AMS (Woolfolk-Hill, 2010).  The 

AMS scale contained a seven point Likert scale to measure academic motivation with:  Does Not 

Correspond At All = 1, Corresponds a Little = 2 and 3, Corresponds Moderately = 4, 

Corresponds a Lot = 5 and 6, and Corresponds Exactly = 7 (Vallerand et al., 1992). 
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 A demographic survey component was completed by the participants, which included 

information about gender, age, employment status, marital status, race/ethnicity, and household 

income. 

Procedure 

Data for the study was gathered from an online survey instrument constructed by the 

researchers through the online Survey Monkey, environment, an online survey implementation 

tool.  The self-administered Internet survey request was issued through email communication to 

a cadre of 20 students enrolled in a fully online PhD program at a university in a small 

metropolitan area in Texas.  Participation was voluntary and the responses were anonymous.  

The survey was active for a total of four weeks.  In the first week an e-mail was sent to the cadre 

of students via one of the researchers inviting them to participate in the study.  After reading the 

rights of participation, the subjects agreed to participate by completing the survey.  The message 

outlined the purpose of the study, instructions for completing the survey, and informed the 

potential subjects of their rights regarding participation in the study.  The subjects were provided 

with contact information in case they had questions regarding the study.  At the end of a two 

week period, the same population was sent a follow-up e-mail, including the same information as 

was offered in the initial email communication and reminding recipients that the survey was still 

active for those who had not yet completed it.  At the conclusion of the fourth week, the survey 

was closed to participants.  Data was then downloaded from Survey Monkey into a Microsoft 

Excel spreadsheet for the purposes of data analysis.  The data from the spreadsheet was manually 

entered into Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) for analysis. 
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Data Analysis 

 The data was collected and analyzed using independent-samples t tests to compare the 

mean scores of male and female students to identify any differences between the two groups of 

students in terms of intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation, and amotivation.  

Results 

 The researchers utilized a quantitative methodology in this study.  One research question 

was addressed in the study.  An online survey utilizing the Academic Motivation Scale 

(Vallerand et al., 1992) addressed the research question, “What is the difference in academic 

motivation between male and female PhD students enrolled in a fully online program?”  The 

Academic Motivation Scale (Vallerand et al., 1992) was scored according to the associated 

instrument data analysis instructions.  A total of twenty students (n=20) were sent the AMS scale 

via email, resulting in 17 returned surveys.  Of the 17 that were returned, 2 were incomplete (85 

% response rate).    

 The results of the AMS (Vallerand et al., 1992) survey data analysis are framed through a 

gender-based examination of academic motivation.  Descriptive statistics of motivation by 

gender are presented in Figure 1. 

Figure 1 
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 A study compared the motivational levels for male graduate PhD students enrolled in a 

distance-delivered program of study to those of female graduate PhD students enrolled in the 

same program of study.  Female students (M = 3.67, SD = .659) scored significantly higher on 

levels of overall intrinsic motivation than did the male students (M = 3.36, SD = .795), t(13) = -

.699, p = .497, one-tailed, d = 0.42.  For the first subscale measure of intrinsic motivation to 

know t(13) = -1.115, p = .285, females had an average score of (M = 4.15, SD = .569) whereas 

males had an average score of (M =3.75, SD = .433).  For the second subscale measure of 

intrinsic motivation to accomplish t(13) = -.728, p = .479, females had an average score of (M = 

3.83, s=.764) whereas males had an average score of (M = 3.42, SD = 1.377).  For the third 

subscale measure of intrinsic motivation to experience stimulation t(13) = -.182, p = .858, 

females had an average score of (M =3.02, SD = .914) whereas males had an average score of (M 

= 2.92, SD = .722).  Within the intrinsic motivation measure, females scored consistently higher 

than males on all three subtypes of motivation. 

 Female students (M = 3.82, SD = .770) scored significantly higher levels of overall 

extrinsic motivation than did the male students (M = 3.30, SD = 1.063), t(13) = -.970, p=.350, 

one-tailed, d = 0.56.  For the first subscale measure of extrinsic motivation identified t(13) = -

.554, p = .589, females had an average score of (M = 3.96, SD = .818) whereas males had an 

average score of (M = 3.67, SD = .804).  For the second subscale measure of extrinsic motivation 

introjected t(13) = -1.083, p = .299), females had an average score of (M =3.88, s=.843) whereas 

males had an average score of (M =3.17, SD = 1.665).  For the third subscale measure of 

extrinsic motivation external regulation t(13) = .419, p = .682, males had an average score of (M 

= 3.81, SD = 1.351) whereas females had an average score of (M = 3.54, SD = .897).  Within the 
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extrinsic motivation measure, females scored consistently higher than males on all three subtypes 

except external regulation. 

 Female students (M = 1.52, SD = .815) scored significantly higher levels of overall 

amotivation than did the male students (M = 1.33, SD = .289), t(13) = -.383, p=.708, one-tailed, d 

= 0.31.  Within the amotivation measure, females scored higher than males. 

Discussion 

The hypothesis for the study was that female students enrolled in a distance-

delivered PhD program may be more motivated than male students.  Based on the 

researcher’s study, that hypothesis was supported.  Female student mean indicators 

reflected higher levels of overall motivation on all three subscales of motivation as 

measured by the AMS survey. Within the extrinsic motivation measure it is important to 

note that females scored consistently higher than males on all three subtypes except 

external regulation.  However the difference was not statistically significant.   

Prior research has indicated that female students display a more self-determined 

motivational profile than male students (Daoust, et al., 1988; and Vallerand et al., 1989).  

These findings are also consistent with what has been previously indicated in elementary 

age students.  Lange and Adler (1997) found that girls rated significantly higher than 

boys on intrinsic motivation along with Guay et al. (2010) who found that girls had a 

higher intrinsic motivation in the specific areas of reading and writing.  The results of the 

researcher’s study support that females had higher levels of intrinsic motivation than 

males. 

One perspective on the motivation of students is based on the individuals’ own intrinsic 

or extrinsic motivational stimuli.  The Center for Educational Research and Innovation (2000) 
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has produced research that indicates students that are extrinsically motivated will only offer 

minimum efforts to attain a reward and they typically revert to their previous behavior after 

rewards no longer exist.  Intrinsically motivated students, however, have a desire to interact and 

work toward equilibrium and possess a natural motivation to learn (Pew, 2007; and Knowles & 

Kerkman, 2007).  They are also sometimes referred to as self-regulated learners (SRL) (Pintrich, 

2000).  While students may begin a program for extrinsic reasons, they may also become more 

intrinsically motivated by virtue of the methods used to teach and their interest in the topic.  This 

will prompt a greater involvement based on studies by Schunk (2005) who stated “Students with 

greater personal interest in a topic and those who view the activity as important or useful are 

more likely to use adaptive self-regulatory strategies” (p. 87).  The results of the researcher’s 

study indicated support of this prior research. 

 One of the limitations of the study was a small sample size that may affect the 

representation of the actual number of male and female students enrolled in a fully online PhD 

program.  Student enrollments for graduate students enrolled in the traditional PhD program are 

different from that of the distance-delivered program with the cadre style having a much smaller 

enrollment of students.  Since the sample was a purposive sample using a cadre, the enrollment 

was limited to the twenty students. 

 A second limitation of the study was the potential for significantly fewer response rates 

for the AMS survey.  Of the twenty students invited to participate in the study, only seventeen 

completed the survey.  The research cannot predict academic motivation for those students that 

did not attempt the survey. 
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  Another limitation of the study was incomplete survey responses.  Of the seventeen 

participants that completed the survey, two of the participants did not complete the entire survey. 

The two incomplete surveys were included in the data analysis.  

 A final limitation of the study is that the sample size of the subgroups is not reflective of 

a balanced gender distribution.  The sample size of the identified participants for male students 

was 3 while that of females was 12.  This significant level may be influenced due to the 

unbalanced distribution of sample size.	  

Conclusion 

 The intention of this research was to evaluate if female students were more motivated 

than male students in a distance-delivered PhD program.  A variety of factors influence a 

person’s motivation to complete an online PhD program including the opportunity for career 

advancement, monetary, and/or personal growth.  Their means of motivation will play a role in 

the success or failure in the program.  Evaluating the reality of differences and identifying 

potential reasons for those differences can play an important part in contributing to additional 

knowledge to assist a professor’s ability to adapt and modify their curriculum and delivery to 

provide the opportunity for successful completion of the program by the majority of the students.  

 Subsequent research should include a larger sample size, a required answer for the gender 

field survey question, additional university locations in the sample, possibly a longitudinal study, 

and the consideration of additional survey questions regarding specific input for factors 

considered as positive or negative by the students.  The findings also prompt the consideration of 

cultural motivation differences between males and females as an additional research aspect. 
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