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Action Research Project ECPT 6009
Introduction
This Post Compulsory Education and Training (PCET) report investigates the relevance of theories regarding student motivation in contemporary teaching practices. In this report I am going to be looking at theories around student motivation in depth to see if these theories need to be revisited and reworked to be appropriate for use in contemporary teaching. I will be comparing the ideas within these theories to what I have experienced firsthand in my teaching practices. In this report I will be explaining the methodology used and why. I will be doing a literature review, with an emphasis on exploring theories behind student motivation.  I will display evidence gathered through secondary data, a reflective account of my own practices in the form of a case study, where I reflect on my own teaching experiences and if I can show a correlation between ideas and theories that are taught to PCET trainees or the lack of.  I will then conclude this report by identifying recommendations that could be made to improve practice and increase students' motivation. The main goal of this report is to identify problems in the PCET sector regarding students' motivation through a literature review and a reflective account to come up with appropriate recommendations for solutions to combat these problems. This report is in the form of an action research report which is elaborated on in the methodology section. There is a problem in the PCET sector where it is argued that some theories that are held in high regard such as the hierarchy of needs theory (Maslow, 1943) are too vague and outdated to apply to contemporary teaching. For example, one argument against this theory is that the order of importance of the needs in the hierarchy is arbitrary (West, 2022). It is criticisms like these that I will be exploring in this report to see if these theories that are taught to PCET trainees are still appropriate for use in the sector.

Review of Literature
Is the Hierarchy of needs theory still relevant for contemporary teaching?
One of the main theories taught to PCET and PGCE students is Malsow’s hierarchy of needs theory (1943) which is a theory that uses psychology and social sciences to identify physical and psychological needs, to then categorize them in order of priority. (Pichère and Probert, 2015). This theory is also studied in the marketing field, psychologists say that “there is always a need –seen as a lack or a desire – for the product by the consumer.” (Pichère and Probert, 2015, p.6). Whilst this piece of literature focuses mainly on the food marketing field and how the hierarchy of needs is relevant for developing launch strategies, the limitations of this theory that are detailed are still relevant to teaching. For example; The lack of nuance in the hierarchy of needs, this meaning that there is no distinction between the importance of human's natural functions. Like how humans can fast without food for a length of several days but can only go without breathing for a few minutes (Pichère and Probert, 2015, p.7). It is believed that if all the needs in the hierarchy pyramid are not met then ‘the individual will experience negative physiological and psychological consequences.’ (King-Hill, 2015. p.2). In the education industry it is believed that student motivation is higher when all these needs are met and the opportunity for effective learning is more likely to take place.  In this analysis of the hierarchy of needs theory (HON), it is explained how the HON does not account for cultural differences in students and how that directly affects the needs of people as individuals. ‘The hierarchy was steeped in ethnocentricity and based upon a Western ideology’ (King-Hill, 2015. P.3). This criticism is relevant to the arguments being made in this action research project; Theories adapted into the educational industry need to be revisited to be fit for use in contemporary teaching practices, in relation to HON, it does not account for global social and cultural changes that have developed from the conception of this theory.
Does classic conditioning adequately explain human behaviour?
The theory of classic conditioning (Pavlov, 1897) is a theory that centres around the idea of humans acquiring new behaviours through repetition. One of Pavlov’s most documented studies is one where he found that dogs would naturally salivate when they were presented with food (Main, 2023). In this study, through the introduction of a bell and the removal of food over time the dogs would continue to naturally salivate. The bell became a conditioned stimulus producing a conditioned response. This study concluded that environmental stimuli could shape our behaviour. Pavlov’s contribution to understanding cognitive processes is remarked as foundational to the study of learning and behaviour (Main, 2023). The theory of conditioning has been used in pet training and sports coaching. For example, the use of a whistle and specific gestures in football coaching to generate desired responses from athletes (Main, 2023). In this piece of literature, the criticism of this theories application is explored in contemporary perspectives. Main outlines the need for refinements to the original framework, one reason for this is that conditioning cognitive behaviour is not a ‘one size fits all’ approach. Meaning that individual and cultural differences also have a part to play in learning and development and must be considered when generalising the entire species of humans under Pavlov’s theory. Similar to the criticisms of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, the learning and development industry has evolved since the conception of the conditioning theory. 
Adding to this, Pavlov’s studies were mainly conducted on dogs, and to generalize the cognitive behaviour of dogs and apply to them to humans can be problematic. There are many factors that should be considered when understanding the cognitive behaviour of humans, including ‘language, culture, personal values, and social context’ (Pass, 2024). 
The theory of operant conditioning (Skinner, 1937) is an extension of Pavlov’s theory, that adds punishment to the model. Skinner acknowledges that using the studies found in animals to generalize human behaviour is problematic because humans possess a degree of free will and self-control that does not exist in animals (Pass, 2024).  Another criticism of Pavlov’s theory is that it oversimplifies the process of learning, ignoring emotional and cognitive dimensions of behaviour (Pass, 2024). It has also been argued that the theory of conditioning completely neglects internal states. The theory of social learning (Bandura, 1977) was created as a response to behaviourism. This theory looks at how we not only learn through experience but from observation and imitation (Pass, 2024). The classic conditioning theory does not address the idea that people can form cognitive responses through observational learning and consequences. 
Is the theory of operant conditioning to be disregarded?
B.F Skinner’s theory of operant conditioning (1937) centres around the idea of learning by positive and negative feedback, this feedback is called reinforcement. The idea behind this theory is that when desired behaviours are rewarded, these behaviours will increase. When negative behaviour is punished, those behaviours will decrease. The term ‘reinforcement’ is used to describe how we encourage certain behaviours by adding a response immediately or shortly after the behaviour is performed (Gordan, 2014). One criticism of this theory is that it can be hard to punish consistently, especially when dealing with students in the same class. One of the reasons it can be hard to punish effectively is because the punishers mood will be different in every situation (Gordan, 2014). Adding to this, when punishment to multiple students in the same classroom lacks consistency, students may feel personally targeted or that the teacher is favouring other students by not punishing them as severely. Gordan goes on to say that all punishments must be equal or else every punishment will create a different outcome. It is reasons like this where it could be argued that the theory of operant conditioning ignores factors that go into differences in punishment and encouragement behaviour. For reinforcement to be effective, the practitioner must achieve a very high level of consistency in their reinforcements. Another argument against this theory being effective is that it ignores how students may perceive the severity of punishments; ‘when a student is punished by a teacher, he or she can feel much more humiliated beyond what the teacher may actually feel’ (Gordan, 2014, p.5). Gordan goes on to say that this could create the effect of students wanting to enact revenge on the teacher or experience negative psychological effects, which is the complete opposite behaviour that is to be desired from punishing these unwanted behaviours. When reading these criticisms of the operant conditioning, it could be said that the theory does not consider psychological state of individual students and without considering these things it cannot be generalized that all negative behaviour can be extinguished through punishments. 

Skinner also conducted his most notable studies on animals; the theory of operant conditioning came from a study on rats. Much like the criticisms of Pavlov’s theory of classic conditioning, it is argued that you cannot generalize the behaviour examined from rats and compare it to humans because humans are more complex. This meaning that the idea of operating conditioning fails to account for complex behaviour, such as thought or intention (Brodowics, 2024). Similar to the criticisms made against the hierarchy of needs theory and the theory of classic conditioning, it is argued that operant conditioning does not consider individual cognitive responses ‘Skinner failed to account for the hypothesis that it is an individual's cognitive processes that determine how one will behave.’ Brodowics outlines the fact that much like other theories explored in this research project, Skinner’s theory does not account for the way people will react to reinforcements differently due to their personal cognitive responses. Brodowics even goes on to say that Skinner's theory is a failure because ‘Skinner did not provide for cognitive calculations’ (Brodowics, 2024). 
To conclude the literature review section of this action research project, through the research conducted into the criticisms of highly regarded theories behind student motivation and behaviour, I have found that there are criticisms that are consistently outlined across all these theories. Multiple authors have mentioned how it is problematic to examine the behaviour of animals against humans because of how complex the human brain is and how it can react differently to different situations depending on the cognitive response of individuals. Some arguments against these theories are similar and seem to come to the same conclusion; That they are not fit for contemporary practice. For example; The hierarchy of needs theory does not effectively distinguish the importance of different human functions. The theory of classic conditioning fails to address global cultural differences which would directly affect the way that individuals from different cultural backgrounds would respond to acts of conditioning. Which is why it could be beneficial for the frameworks of these theories to be revisited, so that they would be more appropriate to be taught to trainee teachers in a contemporary environment.









Methodology
The research in this piece of work is conducted through the method of an action research project. The reason for this is because the process of an action research project is best suitable for the problems that are being investigated; I have identified a problem in the fields of further education (FE) and higher education (HE), I am collecting data through literature and personal experience and then using the findings to implement positive changes. By following this process, I am being reflexive in my findings which is appropriate for this area of investigation as reflexivity is defined as ‘encompassing a critical assessment of the significance of environment, power, and context’.  (Ryan and Walsh, 2018, p. 15). By being reflexive I am eliminating the opportunity for biases to take place in my findings, I am not conducting any primary research, where information gathered could be influenced by foundational beliefs. Instead of primary research I am being an inside inquirer where I am comparing my findings in literature to findings in my own professional practice and then comparing them to see if they align. I am taking a subjectivist approach to this research project, by investigating areas of student behaviour and motivation under the assumption that there are not any moral truths out there. 
I understand the limitations of this approach of investigation; by not doing primary research I am missing opportunities to gather firsthand opinions and experiences in FE and HE that could further develop my findings and help me propose better positive changes. Being as I am on a time constraint for this work; it could be too ambitious for me to pursue primary research in the field so that is my main justification for choosing not to do so. Instead of primary research, I am displaying my findings through a reflective journal of practice, which will act as my secondary research in the form of a case study. I am using my experience of teaching practices alongside everything I have learnt about student motivation and behaviour theories to investigate if the frameworks of these theories need to be revisited for contemporary teaching practices. There is also an ethics process that I would need to follow if I was to pursue primary research, which would further add to my time constraint difficulties.



Evidence & Data
Case Study
During my time on my teaching placement, I compared my knowledge about motivation and behaviour theories to what I experienced in the field. Through doing this I was able to see if the research that I found against the criticisms of behaviour theories fits into contemporary teaching practice in a HE environment.
Hierarchy of needs (HON)
Whilst teaching and observing two different cohorts of students, with a focus on identifying the student's level of self-actualization in relation to their physical and psychological needs, I was able to identify some common themes within each group: 
• It is possible to achieve self-actualization before the physiological and/or physical needs in the HON pyramid.
[image: ]
Maslow believes that for people to reach the top of the pyramid of the hierarchy of needs and achieve ‘self-actualization’ they must have all the psychologic and physical needs met, these needs consist of necessities like shelter and air and progress to things like self-respect and intimacy as you make your way up the HON pyramid.  ‘Before we can truly pursue growth and self-actualization, our foundational needs—like safety, connection, and self-esteem—must be met. Without this security, higher aspirations remain out of reach.’ (Kaufman, 2020, p. 27).
With ethics considered, I could not ask students directly about their personal lives to see if their psychological and physical needs were being met. I was still able to gather information from simply observing. I have seen students that did not have ideal situations at home, they would attend their studies hungry and cold from their living situations. This did not cause any fluctuations in their studies, they were committed, determined and exceled at their work. These students had achieved self-actualization without having met all the basic needs in the HON pyramid. They had not met the safety needs in the pyramid as they lacked a stable environment and health and wellbeing. Not only had these students achieved self-actualization, but some had ‘skipped’ parts of the HON pyramid. There were students that would continuously tell me during discussions that they had only slept for a few hours the previous night, but they were still able to be driven with purpose and work to their full potential. These students had moved passed the physiological needs in the pyramid, but still met the esteem part of the pyramid, they were confident and had respect from others, I experienced similar situations with students from both cohorts that I worked with.
Operant conditioning can encourage negative behaviour
In Skinners theory of operant conditioning, he believed that “The consequences of an act affect the probability of it occurring again.” Skinner (1953, p. 65). During my time on my teaching placement, I have witnessed punishment in the classroom directly causing a negative effect to what Skinner’s theory suggests. I have seen a group of students get verbally punished for causing disruptions during class sessions, the students thought that the lecturer noticing them making a disruption and calling it out was funny, so they continued to disrupt the lesson. This is why I believe that some theories regarding student behaviour and motivation need to be reworked to be appropriate for contemporary teaching. The criticisms of comparing animal behaviour to human being problematic is a large reason for this belief. The human brain is a lot more complex than that of an animal. 

Secondary Data
I conducted some research with a focus on finding if these theories behind student behaviour and motivation have been tried and tested in the field, I have displayed my findings and annotated them below.
In a study conducted by verywellmind, they also mention how Maslow’s theory ‘does not account for cultural differences’ (Cherry, 2023). Which is a criticism that has been found a lot in this action research project. In this study, the researchers talk about how there is a lack of evidence to support the usefulness of this theory.
[image: ]
In this screengrab from the study, we can see that it is noted how the theory has developed over time into something that is far from Maslow’s original statement. The idea of Maslow believing that we are driven by multiple needs at once is much more like what I witness during my case study, where students had achieved self-actualization without having the basic needs of the pyramid met. 
Because of all these criticisms, a group of psychologists tried to modernize the HON pyramid, this new version consists of seven level, instead of the original five.
[image: ]Here we can see the modernized version of the HON pyramid, where self-actualization has been replaced with parenting. The researchers believe that reproduction is ’the most fundamental biological imperative’ (Cherry, 2023). 

This revised version of the HON pyramid also came with its criticisms, where it was argued that self-actualization should not be removed for the HON pyramid because it is a key motivating need.
The decline in birth rates was the main evidence used to criticize this new version of the HON pyramid.                                   It is noted that the updated version of the HON pyramid should have a focus on individual choices, happiness, quality of life and gender discrimination.[image: ]
The study concludes that an updated version of the HON pyramid should reflect on human needs and functions, things that cannot be generalized from animal behaviour.
Reflective Account
Whilst conducting this action research project, I found in several texts that there are re occurring criticisms for Pavlov and Maslow’s behaviour theories; The cognitive process of the human brain is much more complex than that of a rat or dog, which these studies were conducted on. And therefore, the results gathered from these studies aren't applicable for teaching because humans experience things like cultural differences and different moods.  The fact that there is not a strong enough distinction between the basic human functions and their importance in the HON pyramid is another re occurring criticism for its practical use. When looking at the data gathered from investigating the usefulness of operant conditioning, it has been mentioned in texts how different students react differently to punishments and how the practitioner must be consistent in their punishments for conditioning to be effective.
These findings, combined with what I witnessed first-hand in the field, has led me to believe that the frameworks of these theories need to be revisited and/or rewritten to be appropriate to be taught to PCET and PGCE students.
Recommendations 
Below are the recommendations I would make to make positive changes regarding applying these theories into teaching: 

• The frameworks of these theories should be revisited and re-written: The data gathered in this action research project concludes that theories behind student motivation, particularly the ones explored in this document, are not applicable for contemporary practice. When re writing the frameworks for behaviour theories there should be a focus on including external factors humans experience in response to conditioning and punishment. The frameworks should include consideration of the cognitive processes of humans.
• If possible, these theories should be tested on humans: It is problematic to compare the results gathered from animal testing to human behaviours. This criticism has been mentioned in arguments against the theory of conditioning. I am suggesting data could be gathered from human test subjects through volunteering, to test these theories against humans and see if the results are the same.
• Social needs should be included in the hierarchy of needs pyramid: Social media usage has grown exponentially over the last few decades and now people of all ages rely on their smart phones for everything. Through the introduction of technology, the way that humans socialise has changed, and I think this should be taken into consideration when re designing the HON pyramid.
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