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Why do students go to 
university?

What enables students to 
academically perform?



Motivation

Internal or external motivation is why we 
do what we do. 

It is motivation that compels us towards  
achieving some goal.

Our research examined several key 
motivation theories applied to teaching 
and learning.
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Motivation  Stress

• What happens to motivation when students 
are unable to cope academically?

– What happens when they are under stress?

– Do they recognise that they are under stress? Can 
they articulate this?

• Impact: 

– Lack of motivation

– Demotivation = loss of motivation
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The vicious cycle of 
under-performance  disengagement

Stress Demotivation

Results in greater

Results in greater
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We can’t wait for the student to 
become introverted and self-
demotivated. 

We have to identify their stress 
triggers. 
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But Stress doesn’t happen in isolation
Rank

Life Event University First and Final Year Undergraduates

16 Change in financial state. Financial responsibility during university. Repayment of student 

debt. 

Graduate employment.

22 Change in responsibility at work. Graduate employment.

25 Outstanding personal achievement. Graduation.

27 Begin or end of school. Entering and leaving higher education.

28 Change in living conditions. Entering accommodation for university. First time away from 

home. 

29 Revision of personal habits. Entering university academic and social environment.

32 Change in residence. Entering accommodation for university.

33 Change in schools. From school or college to university.

34 Change in recreation. Entering university social domain, leaving home and physical 

recreation.

36 Change in social activities. Entering university social domain and physically leaving home 

friends and family.

38 Change in sleeping habits. Away from home in accommodation for university.

39 Change in number of family get-

togethers.

Away from home at university.

40 Change in eating habits Away from home at university

Holmes and Rahe (1967) – Social Adjustment Scale
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Academic stress may be affected 
by the following tensions

Social Pressure Financial Pressure

Family Pressure

Student
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Countdown to disengagement

Pressure: 
Internal or 
External

Stress

Disengagement

Inability to 
recognise

Inability 

to cope

Demotivation

Failure to
seek help

Student
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How do we disrupt the cycle?

A Socio-Cognitive Framework (SCF)

for Diagnosing Academic Stress

Combining Motivational Theories from 

Social and Cognitive Psychology broken 

into behavioural and psychological 

characteristics
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Theories of Motivation and their Characteristics from Social Psychology (SP) and Cognitive Psychology (CP)

Attribution Theory (SP) Self-Efficacy Theory (CP) Goal Orientation Theory (CP) Achievement Goal

Theory (CP)
1. Causal inference

2. Causal antecedents

Ability; effort; task difficulty; and 

luck to motivate action. 

3. Locus of causality (internal/ 

external)

4. Cause stability

5. Controllability

Skill, knowledge

1. Self-belief

Capacity to handle challenges

“...future consequences can be converted into 

current motivators”

Bandura & Cervone (1983, p.1017)

2. Goal setting

3. Analytic strategies short- & long-term

Bandura’s Performance motivation (appropriate in 

an educational context)

1. Expectancy

Perceived competence

Self-efficacy

Attributional style

Control beliefs

2. Value

Learning versus performance goals 

Task value

3. Affective

Emotion

1. Performance goals

2. Mastery goals. 

3. Performance-

avoidance goals

Short- & long-term

Environment/Context

Behavioural 

characteristics 

or

consequences

Pride, confidence, satisfaction, self-

esteem

Hopefulness Hopelessness

Helplessness

Shame, humiliation

Effect of internal/external environment effect on 

personal impetus. 

Large negative goal discrepancies

increase self-dissatisfaction.

Self-doubts can motivate learning but hinder adept 

use of established skills (Bandura & Cervone, 1983,  

p. 1027).

Believe capable of performing a 

value task. Intrinsic interest.

Self-regulating 

Self-determining

Emotional task reaction

Compensate for new environment, 

financial pressure etc. 

Opp. Helplessness, avoidance,

Fear may motivate.

Self-esteem, confident, 

persistent, self-

determined 

Anxiety

Self-handicapping

Fear of failure

Desire to avoid failure

Fear of rejection

Psychological

characteristics 

or

consequences

Choice of tasks

Persistence

Quality

Cognitive engagement

High accomplishment strengthens perceived self-

efficaciousness & may lead to raising self-

standards.

When dissatisfaction combines with self-

efficaciousness, effort is mobilised to master the 

challenge (ibid.).

Activation of self-evaluative processes.

Strategically effective thinking.

Complex decision-making. 

Engage in more metacognitive 

activity

More strategy creation to 

accommodate pressure.

More effort management

Task absorption

Deep processing of 

information, long-term 

retention. 

Cognitive dissonance 

(Festinger)

Goal dichotomy 
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APPLYING THE FRAMEWORK

Typical Scenario
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Marta is a first year undergraduate, 

first semester student who has come 

to the UK to study at University.

She has managed to get a part-time 

job and has secured accommodation 

in a halls of residence. 

She is self-funding and works the 

maximum 20 hours per week. 

So far she has struggled to get to 

grips with her new environment, the 

language and the academic demands 

of being a Higher Education student.  

She has already missed some 

lectures.  She’s also failed to submit 

assignments for some modules.
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Holly is a member of the Student 

Liaison Team, who support students 

during study at University.

She, along with team members, 

monitor student engagement via 

student interaction with modules on 

study space.  Among other students, 

she has noticed that Marta is not 

engaging and has fallen behind. 

Holly adds Marta to the re-

engagement programme and sends 

her an e-mail to request a meeting.  

She explains that the meeting is about 

support and asks if there are any initial 

issues Marta would like to put forward 

so she can prepare advice.
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Marta sends Holly a reply stating 

that she is a bit behind but will 

catch up.  Her job has been a bit 

distracting for her too.  She will 

attend the meeting to comply with 

the process.

Using the framework, Holly 

analyses Marta’s reply for stress 

indicators and prepares a set of 

questions that she can use to 

identify the extent and causes of 

her stress as well as her ability to 

cope academically.
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“We’ve noticed that you haven’t 

submitted essay type 

assignments for some of your 

modules. Are you finding them 

difficult?” [I want to find out about 

Causal Antecedents around 

ability and task difficulty. I’d like 

to get an insight into how she 

values these types of task]

“Yes but I will get them done it’s 

just that essays take quite a lot of 

time to do. My English is not so 

great so this means it takes 

longer. I think I can still pass the 

module without doing them. I 

need to work too so it’s hard.”

Marta is contradicting herself. She recognises that the task 
difficulty is problematic but insists she is going to do it. She 
doesn’t place value on the assignments and is using 
performance avoidance by stating that she can pass without 
doing them.  Work is an issue. Is it a more important goal and 
helps compensate for new environment? Need to investigate. 16



“Marta, are you finding university 

life expensive?” [I want to find 

out if her job is a bigger priority 

than her study. I also want to 

know if she’s convinced that she 

can cope]

“I have to pay for myself. Everything is 

so expensive. I try and send money to 

my family too. I can only work 20 

hours so need to make myself 

available whenever they need me. Uni 

is important but so too is the job. I can 

do both I just need time to adjust”

Marta is struggling due to a number of factors.  She has self-
belief and is determined to manage. Pride is an issue and she 
doesn’t want to accept she can’t cope.  Marta realises that she 
is self-handicapping by prioritising her job over her studies.
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Holly works with Marta to devise an action plan 

to help get her on track. She recommends that 

as part of the plan, Marta is to attend the 

university Maths & English (ME) support 

sessions to get help with her English. She also 

puts on Marta’s action plan that she should 

participate in the daily mid-day Study Skills 

session run by the faculty.

She arranges with Marta to meet again near to 

the end of semester one so they can review her 

progress. Holly advises her about the hardship 

fund and how she can apply.

Holly will continue to track Marta’s engagement 

with online resources via Study Space.
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SCF

The framework is not intended to provide an 

absolute prediction of the student’s 

propensity to cope with several connected 

pressures in a given situation or set of 

circumstances. 

The framework is intended to give an 

indication of academic coping ability in 

positive or negative terms. 

From this the assessor can determine 

whether support would assist the student. 
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The Next Stage of Development

An automated self-diagnostic prototype
which a student can use will be developed 
and trialled.

This will lead to the development of a self-
assessment online tool for students in which 
monitoring by students services may be 
integrated to offer timely support.
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