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  The purpose of this paper is to provide a detailed summary and analysis of “Motivation, 

Interest, and Positive Affect in Traditional and Nontraditional Undergraduate Students” (2007) 

from the Adult Education Quarterly, Volume 57, Issue 2, by Dorothea Bye, Dolores Pushkar, 

and Michael Conway. Bye is a doctoral candidate at Concordia University, who is specializing in 

motivation, personality, health and well-being, and evolutionary psychology. Also at Concordia 

University, Pushkar and Conway are professors in the Department of Psychology. Pushkar and 

Conway received grants to support this research project. Bye was the head researcher. 

After examining the existing literature on motivation, interest, and positive affect, the 

researchers determined that no one had previously explored the “emotional mechanisms 

underlying the affect-cognition-motivation triangle for older adult students.” After reviewing the 

literature, the researchers came up with four hypotheses: 1) traditional students would have 

higher levels of extrinsic motivation and nontraditional students would have higher levels of 

intrinsic motivation, 2) that interest and age would predict intrinsic motivation for academics, 3) 

that age, interest, and intrinsic motivation interconnect and predict positive affect, and 4) that 

intrinsic motivation and positive affect would be higher for nontraditional students than 

traditional students. The study used the following variables: nontraditional student, traditional 

student, motivation, interest, and affect. This study defined traditional student as those 21 or 

younger and nontraditional student as those 28 or older. 

The researchers recruited 300 volunteer undergraduate students from a booth at a library 

on a midsized urban university campus. Each student received $10 for signing up and completing 

three questionnaires. Subjects were given the following questionnaires: 1) the Motivated 

Strategies for Learning Questionnaire (MSLQ) but only the questions related to intrinsic and 

extrinsic motivation, 2) the Differential Emotions Scale IV-A (DES), and 3) the Positive and 
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Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS). After administering the survey, 131 subjects were 

eliminated because their age fell between 22 and 27. This left a sample group of 108 traditional 

students and 61 nontraditional students. Breakdown of the actual participants by sex or ethnicity 

was not provided in the study.  

Results from the study revealed that nontraditional students had higher levels of intrinsic 

motivation than traditional students, as expected, but the researchers were surprised to find that 

both nontraditional and traditional students had roughly equal levels of extrinsic motivation. As 

predicted, interest and age predicted intrinsic motivation. Age, interest, and intrinsic motivation 

predicted positive affect. Intrinsic motivation and positive affect were more correlated for 

nontraditional students than for traditional students. The authors suggest that their study was 

unique in describing that while age does not predict higher levels of positive affect, age and 

intrinsic motivation to learn interact to produce higher levels of positive affect.  

In other words, nontraditional students have the same desire for extrinsic motivations, 

such as the desire for high grades and praise, as traditional students, and simultaneously, 

nontraditional students also have higher levels of intrinsic motivation: the desire to learn for the 

sake of learning. Nontraditional students also enjoy their learning more (positive affect) and 

learn more efficiently as they have more life experience and interests. The more interests an 

individual has and the older an individual is results in a lower likelihood that course material will 

only be a situational or short-term interest because the nontraditional students have preexisting 

knowledge in many diverse areas. Basically, as students get older they have higher levels of 

positive affect, have both extrinsic and intrinsic motivation, and more interests; thus, making all 

three major variables higher in a circular fashion.  
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These research findings have important and useful implications. As this study primarily 

focused on nontraditional students, the implications for traditional students are more limited than 

those for nontraditional students. To foster the best learning environment possible, college 

professors, especially those at community colleges as they frequently serve nontraditional 

students, need to utilize active learning strategies to further facilitate nontraditional students’ 

enjoyment of learning and connections to previous knowledge. Moreover, nontraditional students 

need to be recognized for their accomplishments. From an educational standpoint, traditional 

students need to be assisted more in making the bigger connections, thus lowering the amount of 

situational interests they have, thus increasing their general interests, and thus increasing their 

intrinsic motivation.    

Informed by almost fifty articles, with a mix of newer and older sources, this study is 

well grounded in existing secondary literature. The authors in this study refer to referenced 

works in the process of providing background information and while establishing their 

hypotheses. These references also provided support and contextualization for the study’s findings. 

The authors do not state or reference articles indicating that they are challenging any previous 

research, only that they are further supporting and developing existing knowledge.  

Given the authors’ use of specialized vocabulary and presentation of the results, this 

article was clearly designed for professionals already very familiar with the field and familiar 

with the surveys that were administered. While this article does provide some definitions of 

motivation, interest, and affect, they are frequently vague. Readers without any previous 

knowledge in the areas of motivation, interest, or affect might, unfortunately, find this article 

almost impossible. The authors did not use emotionally charged diction in this study. While 

innate to the field, this article only presents the results in such a way that those with a strong 
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background in statistics will be able to understand them. A few tables are used, but the raw data 

or actual questions used in the surveys are never given or discussed. The article could have been 

improved by providing a simplistic overview of the questions and results, in addition to 

providing the results using statistical formulas. 

This study is well grounded in both theory and research. In addition, it provides scientific 

backing and explanation to differences between traditional and nontraditional students that make 

logical sense given my almost five years of teaching both traditional and nontraditional students. 

But, nonetheless, every study has its limits. One possible limitation of this study is the use of 

“nontraditional student” and “traditional student” as important variables. Given the study’s 

definition of these two terms, age would be a perfect substitute. In addition, in numerous places 

throughout the article, age is used where the authors actually mean either traditional or 

nontraditional student, so there is some inconsistency that creates room for confusion. Regardless 

of age, students who work, have children, or who have served in the military, for instance, have a 

nonlinear path in their education and are considered nontraditional students in most places. 

Furthermore, this study’s definition of nontraditional and traditional students was limiting 

because it excludes all of those between 22 and 27 years of age.  

The location where data was collected is also a concern, especially considering that many 

libraries have been experiencing a drastic decline in number of visits. Those students who work 

might be less likely to visit the library. Those just beginning college, who have lower 

socioeconomic backgrounds, or those who do not belong to a culture that see libraries as 

necessary or important might be less likely to visit the library. From another perspective, how 

long were the researchers in the library and during what time frame? For all of these and other 

reasons, the participant sample does not seem to have been truly representative. If all of the 



Article Review  6 

students in a given section of a core class, for example, were surveyed, then it would be more 

truly representative. 

When discussing limitations of their study, the researchers suggest one is that the MSLQ 

is a specific measure, while the DES and the PANAS are global measures. More than a limitation, 

this might actually make the study somewhat invalid as it was framed. The motivation measures 

in the MSLQ are all phrased in terms of “this class.” For example, as I am familiar with the 

MSLQ because we use it at Brazosport College I know that in one question it asks, “The most 

satisfying thing for me in this course is trying to understand the content as thoroughly as 

possible.” Since the pool of subjects came from the library, it is highly likely that each student 

was thinking of a different course or, despite the directions, all of their courses. Thus, as 

mentioned above, administering the survey to students in one class or even in one field of study 

would increase the validity of the study. A student’s level and type of motivation, interest, and 

affect will very likely be different in an advanced math course compared to a creative writing 

class, for instance. The creative writing students, further, are more likely to visit the library, 

perhaps.   

While the article suggests that research should be continued on the triangular interaction 

between cognition, motivation, and affect and on the aging process in general, there are several 

additional ways research on this general topic could be continued. Future studies could also 

examine the same basic variables of motivation, interest, and affect along with other factors 

including: 1) students who work and do not work, 2) students majoring in the social sciences and 

humanities and students majoring in the natural sciences, 3) undergraduate students and graduate 

students, 4) community college students and university students, 5) women and men, or 6) 

African-American and Mexican-American students. As a college administrator, I would also be 
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interested to see the interaction of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, positive affect, interest, age, 

and completion rates versus dropout rates among freshman and sophomore undergraduate 

students.   

While a complicated study and even more complicated article, the findings in this article 

are useful and important. In this study, the researchers were interested in discovering the role of 

motivation, interest, and positive affect and how these variables compared and contrasted to both 

traditional and nontraditional undergraduate students. Bye and her team of researchers did a good 

job of building on previous research and they opened doors for future research.  


