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Abstract 

University students’ courses transitioned from in-person learning to online learning 

during COVID-19 in 2020.  In 2021, many universities offered online courses and in-person 

courses for students.  This study aimed to explore whether students’ learning motivation was 

related to their different learning environments (online learning and in-person learning) and 

whether students in these two kinds of learning types had different degrees of learning 

motivation.  Thus, the present study examined students’ intrinsic motivation, extrinsic 

motivation, and amotivation in two different learning environments (online learning and in-

person learning).  The data were collected from 141 undergraduate students.  The findings 

exhibited that university students’ learning motivation (intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation, 

and amotivation) was not related to learning environment (online learning and in-person 

learning) during COVID-19.  Furthermore, this study presented some suggestions for improving 

students’ learning motivation. 

Keywords: university students, COVID-19, self-determination theory, cognitive 

evaluation theory, online learning, in-person learning, intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation, 

amotivation 
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Whether the Different Learning Environments Influence Students’ Learning Motivation  

Introduction 

Great numbers of university students have learned through online courses due to COVID-

19 since 2020.  Though many students have already taken online courses since 2004 (Rovai et 

al., 2007), this time was different because many universities stopped in-person courses and 

changed all courses to online courses in the spring semester of 2020.  Therefore, students had to 

learn in online courses rather than being able to choose this kind of learning initiatively.  For 

instance, some university students used to attend courses in traditional classrooms, however, they 

had to study at home through Zoom for the past one or two semesters.  Learning at home means 

their learning environment changed from traditional classrooms to online courses.  In the 

meantime, more and more universities reopened in-person courses in 2021.  Hence, some 

students still learned online, and some went back to traditional classrooms in the spring and fall 

semesters of 2021 due to the different forms of courses.   

According to statistics, more than six million students chose one or more online courses 

in 2016 in the United States.  Online learning offered more students chances to learn, and some 

students showed high satisfaction in online learning (Bali & Liu, 2018).  Moreover, a study 

supported that some students in online learning exhibited higher motivation than students in 

traditional learning (Harandi, 2015).  However, some studies also found that students in online 

courses dropped out more easily than those in traditional courses (Bawa, 2016; The Online 

Learning Consortium, 2017).  Some researchers argued that students preferred traditional courses 

compared with online courses (Clayton et al., 2009).  Learning motivation enhanced the potential 

that students could actively participate in the learning process, which in turn increased their 

chances of achieving the learning objectives (Kim & Frick, 2011).  Not only did some students 
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favor learning online because it offered them convenience in space and time, but they valued this 

learning method due to the opportunities to exercise and apply their knowledge, as well as for 

implementing metacognitive self-regulation strategies.  For example, students could observe 

their learning progress by learning online (Paechter & Maier, 2010).  Consequently, students 

considered that online learning could better support the acquisition of knowledge in self-

regulated learning than in-person learning (Paechter & Maier, 2010).  According to the studies 

above, these researchers ascertained that students’ learning style and their participation in 

learning was related to learning environments.   

The research cited above exhibited the viewpoints of online learning before COVID-19.  

Nevertheless, when the transition from learning in-person to online happened during COVID-19, 

some specific aspects affected students’ learning experience, and their viewpoints of online 

learning were impacted and changed.  After the switch to online classrooms, students reported 

that the engagement, enjoyment, information acquisition, attention, learning effort, and cultural 

content/concerns in their classes was weaker than before (Garris & Fleck, 2020).  Additionally, 

some students felt online courses were not interesting and worthy of attention compared with in-

person courses before COVID-19.  As a result, these students reported that in-person courses 

would be better and gave a negative evaluation of the online courses they took during COVID-19 

(Garris & Fleck, 2020).  Based on the studies above, students showed different attitudes and 

performances of online and in-person courses during COVID-19.   

Compared with some former studies (Chen & Jang, 2010; Elfaki et al., 2019; Harandi, 

2015; Rovai et al., 2007) that already examined students’ motivation in traditional classrooms 

and online courses, the present study examined students’ motivation in a specific period (during 

COVID-19).  This study proposed an essential question: Is there any relationship between 
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students’ learning motivation and the different learning environments (online courses and in-

person courses)?  Online courses and in-person courses are two different learning modalities that 

will continue to be used in universities due to COVID-19.  Therefore, this study explored 

whether there existed relationships between learning modalities and university students’ learning 

motivation.  If students’ motivation is different between online and in-person, this study will try 

to discuss how to help students increase their learning motivation in either online or in-person 

courses.  

Literature Review 

Self-determination Theory and Cognitive Evaluation Theory 

Self-determination theory (SDT) is based on the idea that people are motivated to grow 

and change (self-determined).  This growth occurs when people’s needs for competence, 

relatedness, and autonomy are satisfied (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2000).  In SDT, 

satisfaction of core psychological requirements for autonomy and competence maintains intrinsic 

motivation.  There are two kinds of motivation in people’s learning process: intrinsic motivation 

and extrinsic motivation (Vallerand, 1997).  Significantly, to sustain intrinsic motivation in 

learning processes, people needed the satisfaction of autonomy and competence together rather 

than only feeling competent or autonomous (Deci et al., 1999).  The feeling of activity as 

volitional and reflectively self-endorsed meets the need for autonomy.  For instance, when 

students dedicate time and attention to their learning tasks voluntarily, they feel autonomous.  

Competence refers to people’s need to be capable of tasks and learn different techniques.  People 

tend to move forward toward their goals when they feel they possess the skills that are needed 

for success.  Students, for instance, were competent when they believed they could overcome the 

challenges of their learning tasks (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009).  According to SDT, when students 
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believe they possess a great proportion of autonomy and participate in an activity voluntarily 

(instead of feeling they are externally guided), this condition means that the students are 

motivated to study intrinsically (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2000).  Furthermore, students 

who were motivated intrinsically also discerned that the difficulties and challenges of their 

learning processes were not beyond their capabilities (Ryan & Deci, 2000).   

SDT includes a theory that is called cognitive evaluation theory (CET), the goal of which 

is to identify characteristics that underlie intrinsic motivation variability (Deci & Ryan, 1985).  

CET framework shows that social environments can give a positive or negative influence on 

intrinsic motivation by facilitating or impeding one's inherent psychological demands (Deci & 

Ryan, 2000).  The significant influence of competence and autonomy on intrinsic motivation was 

emphasized by CET.  For example, demanding tasks and constructive feedback could improve 

competence since people felt responsible during the experience to finish the tasks or get 

feedback.  Compared with SDT, CET also suggested that people’s intrinsic motivation could not 

be increased without two senses: the feelings of competence and the feelings of autonomy (Ryan 

& Deci, 2000).  CET described that external factor might undermine people’s autonomy and 

finally caused a negative effect on intrinsic motivation because these factors facilitated a 

transition in perceived locus of causality from inherent to outside.  These external factors 

included actual rewards, a time limit of tasks, monitoring, and assessment (Gagne & Deci, 2005).  

By sending out a survey that included questions to examine students’ intrinsic motivation, the 

present study explored the research question of whether students in online courses had stronger 

intrinsic motivation than students in in-person courses under the framework of SDT and CET.  

Furthermore, this study tried to provide some suggestions for increasing students’ learning 

motivation by referring to SDT and CET.    
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Learning Motivation  

Motivation helps people prompt and sustain their activities on the way to a specific goal 

(National Research Council, 2000).  Motivation is crucial to the learning process and 

achievement in students’ careers because it can excite and encourage students' behavior toward 

their goals (National Academies of Sciences, 2018).  Furthermore, motivation can energize, 

guide, and maintain behavior, helping students to engage, focus, and continue probing (Fredricks 

et al., 2004; Maehr & Meyer, 1997; Reeves, 2006).  Learning motivation is defined as a 

consistent pattern of trying to achieve goals, pursuing faith, and maintaining emotions (Ford, 

1992).  Some specific aspects of students’ learning motivation in online learning and in-person 

learning may present some differences.  As for in-person learning, educators in classrooms can 

influence their students’ learning motivation by making decisions that include the reward and 

punishments, evaluation for students, tasks for students in the teaching process (Anderman et al., 

2012).  If educators possess high enthusiasm for the teaching activities in classrooms, the 

students will have more opportunities to increase their learning motivation (Lazaridesa et al., 

2019).  Unlike in-person learning, students in self-directed online learning classes had more 

learning motivation when they found relevant learning goals, and their competence in learning 

online was increased (Kim & Frick, 2011).  If students do not have enough motivation in 

learning online courses, some negative performance will appear in their learning process such as 

the increasing time of finishing assignments, handing homework in late, and low-quality learning 

tasks (Albelbisi & Yasop, 2019).  Many studies (Law & Breznik, 2017; Law, Lee, & Yu, 2010; 

Ngan & Law, 2015) focused on the significance of learning motivation in terms of its effects on 

learning performance during online learning.  For instance, digital learning improves students’ 

learning performance by promoting them to ask questions actively and increasing their 
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communication with teachers in online learning; Opportune social pressure, peer pressure, and 

competition help students get better learning performance in online learning.   

Intrinsic motivation refers to motivation emanated from people themselves to feel joy and 

gratification from activities, including, for example, the aspiration to gain information, to 

accomplish study goals, and to satisfy learning needs. (Puspitarini & Hanif, 2019; Vallerand, 

1997).  Intrinsic motivation was regarded as the core for promoting people to learn and develop 

internally (Flavell, 1999).  There are many benefits of intrinsic motivation in education 

processes.  In comparison to other students, students who were motivated intrinsically learned 

more readily and had higher learning outcomes (Pintrich, 2003).  Students with intrinsic learning 

motivation did not require encouragement from others because they made decisions 

independently which meant their learning processes are more autonomous.  Students who were 

intrinsically motivated easily gained enjoyment and a sense of accomplishment in the learning 

process (Lin et al., 2017).  Intrinsic motivation might forecast students’ engagement of courses 

and engagement had a strong connection with students’ final grades (Froiland & Worrell, 2016).  

In contrast with intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation is a kind of motivation that exists 

outside of the student, such as parents’ requests, a relaxed and comfortable learning situation, 

exciting and painful study tasks (Puspitarini & Hanif, 2019).   

The definition above of intrinsic motivation and extrinsic motivation shows their 

different aspects that influence students.  As for students’ specific learning methods--online 

learning and traditional learning--differences also exist between these two types of motivation.  

Students who chose online learning showed stronger intrinsic motivation than students in 

traditional learning because the former had more sufficient motivation to know, to accomplish 

things, and to experience stimulation (Rovai et al., 2007).  This study focused more on intrinsic 
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motivation and extrinsic motivation to find whether students showed different motivations 

between in-person and online courses during COVID-19. 

Online Learning Environment 

The definition of online learning is that students use various devices connected with the 

Internet such as personal computers and tablets to learn in a synchronous or asynchronous 

environment.  Online learning helps educators establish more student-centered and flexible 

courses (Dhawan, 2020).  However, there also exist some disadvantages of online learning.  

Learning online courses restricts the direct interaction between students and teachers to some 

extent.  Furthermore, both teachers and students may encounter some technical problems which 

impede the learning processes such as the slow speed of the internet and failing to access some 

applications (Favale et al., 2020).  Compared with traditional learning, online learning provides a 

new learning environment for students.  Some researchers focused on the learning environment 

type which students might enjoy.  They identified that students tended to be in an online learning 

environment that had direct interaction with teachers and other classmates.  Students also 

enjoyed online learning environments that could provide immediate feedback for learners and 

offer them positive relationships with teachers and students (Clayton et al., 2009).  Online 

instructors needed to use a learner-centered teaching method to create an open and interactive 

environment for students.  In this kind of learning environment, students could feel free to voice 

their feelings, ideas, and issues (Chen & Jang, 2010).   

Since COVID-19 spread throughout the world in 2020, many students experienced the 

transition from learning in-person to online.  During COVID-19, some students felt negative 

about the transition from in-person to online learning since they thought the difficulty of online 

learning was higher than in-person learning and there were not enough learning resources for 
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them such as going to the library and interacting with instructors (Aguilera, 2020).  Some 

students were not willing to open the camera to show their faces when they were in online 

courses as these students were disinclined to engage in the courses actively (Chakraborty et al., 

2020).  As a result, both the negative viewpoints of online courses and the unwillingness to 

participate in online courses can make students averse to learning online.  Finally, these students’ 

learning motivation may decrease.  Moreover, when students changed from in-person learning to 

online learning without enough preparation during the pandemic, they had insufficient learning 

motivation and self-efficacy so that it was difficult for them to actively engage in online courses 

(Aguilera, 2020).   

The studies above explain some reasons that this kind of transition of learning 

environment may impact students’ learning motivation.  However, some of the studies above 

were conducted in 2020 at the beginning of COVID-19 and these studies focused on students’ 

motivation in emergency online learning.  Some of the studies above were conducted before 

COVID-19 though they examined students’ learning motivation between online and in-person 

courses.  Some of the studies above explored students’ online education during COVID-19 but 

they did not examine students’ learning motivation.  The present study was conducted in the fall 

semester in 2021 which means online courses in this semester were not an emergency during 

COVID-19 for university educators and students.  This research aimed to answer the following 

research questions: Is university students’ learning motivation related to different learning 

environments?  Does learning motivation differ for students who take online courses from those 

in-person courses?    
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Method 

Participants 

         The participants in this study were undergraduate students in a public university in the 

southwestern of the United States.  The participants of in-person courses were from two courses, 

Current Issues in the Psychology of Gender and Evolution and Human Development.  The 

participants of online courses were from three courses, Child and Adolescent Development, 

Learning in Informal Settings, and Psychological Measurements in Education.  The participants 

from the in-person courses were contacted and recruited through the university department’s 

SONA (Student Research Participation) system.  Students in the online classes were recruited 

with the help of course instructors.  Students enrolled in these courses either received extra credit 

after they participated or research credit as part of their course requirements.  As for the 

participants from online courses, the extra credit accounted for approximately 2% of the total 

points in the courses.  The total number of participants in online and in-person courses in this 

study was n = 141.  Specifically, there were 72 participants from online courses and 69 

participants from in-person courses.  The proportion of female participants and male participants 

was 75.89% and 21.28%.  Others included non-binary/third gender participants and people who 

preferred not to provide their gender.  The proportion of their class standing from freshman to 

senior was 16.31%, 22.70%, 29.79%, and 31.21%.  The demographic variables are shown in 

Figure 1 and Figure 2.   

Figure 1 

Gender  
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Figure 2 

Grade Level 
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Instruments 

         This study used an online survey designed in Qualtrics that asked questions about gender 

and year of schooling to collect the participants’ demographic information (see Appendix A).  

Furthermore, the 28 items Academic Motivation Scale – College (AMS-C 28) were used in this 

study (see Appendix B).  This scale is used to measure university students’ intrinsic motivation, 

extrinsic motivation, and amotivation (Vallerand et al., 1992).  In this scale, item responses are in 

accordance with a 7 points Likert scale varying from 1 to 7.  In this scale, 1 means does not 

correspond at all and 7 means correspond exactly.  This scale has 12 questions that can evaluate 

participants’ intrinsic motivation, 12 questions for evaluating their extrinsic motivation, and four 

questions for their amotivation (lack motivation).  The intrinsic motivation scales include three 

subscales: to know, to accomplish things, and to experience stimulation. The extrinsic motivation 

scales also include three subscales: identified regulation, introjected regulation, and external 

regulation.  The condition when students are learning, exploring, or attempting to understand 

something new, they participate in some exercises for enjoyment and fulfillment is called 

intrinsic motivation to know (Vallerand & Fortier, 1998).  The situation students participate in 

some exercises for enjoyment and satisfaction once they are attempting to surpass themselves or 

to accomplish something refers to motivation to accomplish things (Vallerand et al., 1992).  The 

highest degree of a self-determined prototype in extrinsic motivation is called identified 

regulation.  Identified regulation refers to students participate in learning since they have chosen 

to do so and because the activity is important to their objectives (Vallerand et al., 1992).  As for 

the introjected regulation, it means people’s activity is regulated by internal restriction that is 

aimed at getting rewards or averting punishments (Deci & Ryan, 2000).  The present study 

examined and analyzed students merged intrinsic motivation and extrinsic motivation.  
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Therefore, the subscales of intrinsic motivation and extrinsic motivation were not used in the 

results.  Based on the length of each question, the completion of the whole questionnaire would 

take no longer than 30 minutes.   

Procedure 

         The recruiting process began in October 2021 and ended in December of 2021.  The link 

to the questionnaire was distributed to the participants in in-person courses through the 

department’s SONA system.  Participants in online courses were recruited using an 

announcement of the study on their courses’ learning management system website.  This 

questionnaire was uploaded to the SONA system for the participants in in-person courses.  The 

participants in other courses got a link to this survey from the Qualtrics website.  Students 

voluntarily chose to participate in the study.  Instructions and the consent form were provided 

before they began the survey.  The instructions emphasized that the participation was voluntary 

and all the responses remained anonymous and confidential.  After finishing all questions, the 

participants’ answers were recorded.          

Design 

         This study proposed two research questions.  The first question asked about the 

relationships between learning environments and learning motivation was the core question of 

this study.  The second question asked about the differences of motivation in online courses and 

in-person courses was a further question of the first one.  If students’ motivation statistically 

significantly differs by online learning or in-person learning, the second question will be 

available to be discussed.  Otherwise, this question cannot be discussed since the mean scores of 

the populations the groups came from are all equal.  The variable online learning or in-person 

learning was treated as independent variables and learning motivation (intrinsic motivation, 
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extrinsic motivation, amotivation) was treated as a dependent variable.  Based on SDT and CET, 

the hypotheses included: University students’ learning motivation was related to learning 

environments; Students in online and in-person courses showed different learning motivations; 

Students in online courses had higher intrinsic and extrinsic motivation than students in in-

person courses; Students in online courses showed lower amotivation than students in in-person 

courses. 

Analysis 

         The statistical software used in this study was R 4.0.0.  Analysis of variance (ANOVA) 

was used to analyze whether there are differences in group means in the learning motivation 

(intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation, and amotivation) between online learning and in-

person learning.  ANOVA was used separately to analyze the intrinsic motivation, extrinsic 

motivation, and amotivation in online courses and in-person courses.  The assumptions of 

ANOVA include no outliers, homogeneity of group variances, and groups from normally 

distributed populations.  Three Levene’s tests were conducted before the ANOVA to test the 

homogeneity of group variances.  Levene’s test of intrinsic motivation and learning types got a 

nonsignificant result with p = .072.  Levene’s test of extrinsic motivation and learning types got a 

nonsignificant result with p = .160.  Levene’s test of amotivation and learning types got a 

nonsignificant result with p = .969.  These three Levene’s tests indicated that learning types 

came from a population with equal variances.  The box plot with groups showed there were 

several outliers.  The results were similar to produce the same conclusions with outliers and 

without outliers.  Thus, the data analysis included the outliers.  
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Results 

The merged means and standard deviations (SD) for the dependent variables (intrinsic 

motivation, extrinsic motivation, and amotivation) are exhibited in Table 1.  Three one-way 

ANOVAs were run to get results with a Bonferroni-adjusted alpha level of .016 (0.05/3).  Thus, 

the alpha in this study was α = .016. 

Intrinsic motivation 

A one-way ANOVA was conducted to analyze the effect of different types of courses 

(online and in-person courses) on students’ intrinsic motivation.  The results indicated that 

intrinsic motivation did not statistically significantly differ by the two types of courses (online 

and in-person courses), F (1, 139) = 0.26, MSE = 238.53, p = .61, η2 = .002.  The means of the 

populations the groups came from are all equal.  In the collected data, η2 indicated 0.2% of the 

variance in intrinsic motivation was explained by the type of courses differences.  Omega 

squared (ω2 = -0.005) estimated that 0 of the variance in intrinsic motivation in the populations 

was explained by differences between online learning and in-person learning.  With 72 

participants in online courses and 69 participants in in-person courses, at the .05 significance 

level, the power was approximately 8.0%.  According to Table 1, the range of intrinsic 

motivation scale was 12 and 84.  Students from online courses had an average score of 54.76 (M 

= 54.76) on intrinsic motivation.  Students from in-person courses exhibited an average score of 

53.43 (M = 53.43) on intrinsic motivation.  However, the mean scores of the populations the 

groups came from were all equal since there was no statistical difference between the mean 

scores in the online and in-person groups. 
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Extrinsic motivation 

A one-way ANOVA was conducted to analyze the effect of different types of courses 

(online and in-person courses) on students’ extrinsic motivation.  The results presented that 

extrinsic motivation did not statistically significantly differ by online or in-person courses, F (1, 

139) = 2.36, MSE = 176.24, p = .13, η2 = .017.  In the collected data, η2 indicated 1.7% of the 

variance in extrinsic motivation was explained by the type of courses differences.  Omega 

squared (ω2 = .01) estimated that 1.0% of the variance in extrinsic motivation in the populations 

was explained by differences between online learning and in-person learning.  With 72 

participants in online courses and 69 participants in in-person courses, at the .05 significance 

level, the power was approximately 9.1%.  According to Table 1, the observed range of extrinsic 

motivation scale was 12 and 84.  Students from online courses had an average score of 64.71 (M 

= 64.71) on extrinsic motivation.  Students from in-person courses exhibited an average score of 

68.14 (M = 68.14) on extrinsic motivation.  However, the mean scores of the populations the 

groups came from were all equal since there was no statistical difference between the mean 

scores in the online and in-person groups. 

Amotivation 

A one-way ANOVA was conducted to analyze the effect of different types of courses 

(online and in-person courses) on students’ amotivation.  The result displayed that students’ 

amotivation did not statistically significantly differ by online or in-person courses, F (1, 139) = 

0.22, MSE = 25.81, p = .64, η2= .002.  In the collected data, η2 indicated 0.2% of the variance 

in amotivation was explained by the type of courses differences.  Omega squared (ω2 = -0.006) 

estimated that 0 of the variance in amotivation in the populations was explained by differences 

between online learning and in-person learning.  With 72 participants in online courses and 69 
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participants in in-person courses, at the .05 significance level, the power was approximately 

33.7%.  According to Table 1, the observed range of amotivation scale was 4 and 28.  Students 

from online courses had an average score of 7.28 (M = 7.28) on amotivation.  Students from in-

person courses exhibited an average score of 7.68 (M = 7.68) on amotivation.  However, the 

mean scores of the populations the groups came from were all equal since there was no statistical 

difference between the mean scores in the online and in-person groups.   

Table 1 

Merged Means and Standard Deviations for the 28 Items Academic Motivation Scale – College 

(n=141) 

Variable M SD Min. Max. Range Skew Kurtosis SE 

Students in online courses (n=72) 

Intrinsic 54.76 14.59 12 79 67 -0.96 0.83 1.72 

Extrinsic 64.71 14.72 19 84 65 -1.02 0.71 1.73 

Amotivation 7.28 5.14 4 27 23 1.78 2.69 0.61 

Students in in-person courses (n=69) 

Intrinsic 53.43 16.28 12 84 72 -0.24 -0.73 1.96 

Extrinsic 68.14 11.57 35 84 49 -0.65 -0.45 1.39 

Amotivation 7.68 5.02 4 24 20 1.44 1.13 0.60 

Note. The intrinsic and extrinsic motivation scales were scored on a range from 12 to 84. The 

amotivation scales ranged from 4 to 28. 

 

Discussion 

The first hypothesis of this study considered that university students’ learning motivation 

was related to learning environments which means students’ intrinsic motivation, extrinsic 

motivation, and amotivation were related to the different course modalities (online courses and 

in-person courses).  The results presented that intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation, and 

amotivation did not statistically significantly differ by online courses and in-person courses.  

Therefore, in this study, university students’ learning motivation was not related to the different 
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learning environments (in-person courses and online courses) during COVID-19.  The second 

research question that focused on the differences between online learning students’ motivation 

and in-person learning students’ motivation was not able to be discussed.  To compare students’ 

learning motivation in online courses and in-person courses, the mean scores of intrinsic 

motivation, extrinsic motivation, and amotivation in these two courses were needed.  However, 

the results showed that students’ learning motivation did not statistically significantly differ by 

the two types of courses.  As a result, the mean scores of the populations the groups came from 

were all equal.   

The results of the present study exhibited some similarities with the study of Rovai et al. 

(2007).  Both studies had the same results that extrinsic motivation and amotivation did not 

statistically significantly differ by the online learning or in-person learning.  However, the study 

of Rovai et al. (2007) suggested that there were differences between groups (online learning and 

in-person learning) on intrinsic motivation.  Online learning students possessed more intrinsic 

motivation than in-person learning students (Rovai et al., 2007).  Comparatively, the present 

study found that students’ intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation, and amotivation were not 

related to online learning or in-person learning during COVID-19. 

Some viewpoints may explain why in the present study students’ learning motivation was 

not related to online courses or in-person courses during COVID-19.  First, the sample size was 

not very large and the generalization was not broad.  The study of Rovai et al. (2007) included 

353 participants who came from 12 online and 12 in-person courses.  By comparison, the present 

study included 141 participants from two in-person courses and three online courses.  Moreover, 

in the present study, the in-person learning students were in freshman or sophomore level classes 

and the online learning students were in junior or senior level classes.  Comparatively, the 
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participants in the study of Rovai et al. (2007) were undergraduate students and graduate 

students.  Another potential reason is that the criteria of the course selection.  The study of Rovai 

et al. (2007) mentioned that the first standard to select course was the course content between 

online learning and in-person learning was similar.  The second standard was that instructors in 

these courses were full-time teachers with excellent teaching experience.  Although the 

instructors in the present study were also excellent in teaching, the content of courses were not 

similar.  The different learning content might influence the difficulty of these courses.  SDT 

suggested that the different levels of difficulty on learning tasks influenced students’ competence 

and autonomy and further impacted students’ intrinsic motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000).  The 

duration of the study might also be a reason why in the present study students’ learning 

motivation was not related to online or in-person courses during COVID-19.  Compared with the 

study of Lin et al. (2017) and the study of Rovai et al. (2007), the duration time of the present 

study was four weeks from the midterm to near the final.  The duration time of the former two 

studies was 32 weeks or an entire semester.  Students’ learning motivation showed a downward 

trend during a semester and gender differences impacted students’ motivation (Darby et al., 

2013).  Hence, the short duration time and the different start time in the semester compared with 

the studies of Rovai et al. (2007) and Lin et al. (2017) might cause a non-significant result.   

Students could motivate themselves by different methods to persist in their studies during 

COVID-19 (Gonzalez et al., 2020).  Since there were many ways for students to motivate 

themselves, their motivation might not connect to the different course modalities.  For instance, 

COVID-19 caused confinement and this kind of confinement was a new condition for students.  

Students in the universities might not have the experience to learn in this condition.  These 

students needed to make sure they could follow the learning processes and not fall behind so that 
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they had to study hard (Gonzalez et al., 2020).  Both students in online courses and in-person 

courses need to follow the learning processes.  As a result, students’ motivation might not relate 

to different learning environments.  Additionally, students’ intrinsic motivation would be 

increased when they felt competent and autonomous (Ryan & Deci, 2000).  The methods for 

feeling competent and autonomous included that students dedicated time and attention to 

learning tasks voluntarily and they were confident to overcome the difficulties of learning tasks 

(Niemiec & Ryan, 2009).  These methods may be used in both online courses and in-person 

courses.      

Although the present study suggested that university students’ motivation was not related 

to learning online or learning in-person, some participants in this study showed a low motivation, 

especially intrinsic motivation.  Therefore, the present study tried to address some methods that 

might help students increase their learning motivation.  For example, educators might try to keep 

positive to students, encourage students’ progress, and help students use their prior knowledge 

(Aguilera, 2020).  Some students formed a negative attitude toward online learning during 

COVID-19 since they thought online learning was more difficult than in-person learning and 

they lacked learning resources such as interacting with instructor face to face (Aguilera, 2020).  

According to SDT, a negative attitude toward online learning undermines students’ intrinsic 

motivation since students with this kind of attitude are not willing to learn online voluntarily and 

they cannot feel autonomous.  Without autonomy, students’ intrinsic motivation will decrease 

(Niemiec & Ryan, 2009).   

Educators can help students avoid the formation of a negative opinion of online learning.  

For instance, a fascinating course content may be conducive to increasing students’ autonomy 

since students tend to spend time and attention in learning interesting courses voluntarily 
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(Niemiec & Ryan, 2009).  There were some activities for educators that helped promote 

students’ autonomy.  For example, providing chances for students to speak and listening to 

students, praising students’ improvement, giving guidance to students who are in difficulties, and 

answering students’ questions and comments positively (Ryan & Deci, 2020).  Additionally, 

positive feedback was significant for improving students’ motivation since students could feel 

competent from positive feedback (Deci & Ryan, 1980).  Autonomy and competence were two 

factors that maintained intrinsic motivation (Deci et al., 1999).  Furthermore, when students 

could not get enough social connection or their confidence in the technology that they were using 

in learning progress was at a low level, these students’ learning performance might be 

undermined (Bower, 2019).  Learning performance could impact students’ learning motivation 

with a positive influence (Fortier et al., 1995).  Therefore, the guidance for using learning 

technology is important to increase students’ motivation.   

Limitations 

         The present study contains some limitations.  The first one is that the results are limited 

by the generalizability of the present study because this study only chose the participants at one 

university.  To increase the validity of the population, this study should use samples from a more 

expansive circumstance such as selecting participants from more universities.  Second, the 

measurement of students’ learning motivation was used self-report instruments and it assumed 

that the participants were able to comprehend the items on the AMS-C 28 scale.  If the 

participants do not understand the items, their answers will not be accurate.  Furthermore, 

participants in in-person courses also used Zoom to learn some courses since they attended class 

every third lecture with Friday discussions entirely on Zoom.  Strictly speaking, participants in 

in-person courses did not learn in-person courses totally.  Therefore, the validity of their survey 
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answers may be decreased.  The study of Rovai et al. (2007) suggested that ethnicity did not 

impact learning motivation and students in different grade levels showed different learning 

motivation.  However, the analysis of the present study did not consider the effect of grade level 

and ethnicity.  

Future Directions 

Future studies can explore the relationship between students’ learning motivation and 

learning environment during COVID-19 with a larger sample size and broader generalization to 

increase the validity.  More reasons of lacking statistically significance between motivation 

(intrinsic motivation and extrinsic motivation) and learning environment (online learning and in-

person learning) can be explored by future research.  For instance, whether some questions in the 

motivation scale need to be modified; whether students in different courses will show different 

intrinsic motivation and extrinsic motivation rather than online learning or in-person learning; 

whether gender differences exist between students’ motivation and learning environment.  A 

further study of the comparison to students’ motivation may be more practical to educators and 

students.  It can focus on whether online learning or in-person learning students’ learning 

motivation is different in future semesters during COVID-19.  If there are some differences in 

students’ learning motivation, future studies can explore the reasons.  Furthermore, longitudinal 

studies of students’ learning motivation during COVID-19 may be conducted to explore the 

influence of COVID-19 on students’ learning motivation. 

Conclusion 

The outbreak of COVID-19 in the spring semester of 2020 increased the number of 

online learning students.  At the same time, though many students transitioned to learning online, 

there also exited students who learned in-person courses.  The findings of the present study 
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illustrated that there was no connection between university students’ learning motivation and 

learning environment.  It was found that students’ motivation (intrinsic motivation, extrinsic 

motivation, amotivation) was not related to the different course modalities (online learning 

courses and in-person courses).  Some reasons might cause the lack of statistically significance 

such as the different learning content between students from online courses and in-person 

courses, the short duration of the study, and the small sample size.  Under the framework of SDT 

and CET, this study proposed some suggestions to help students increase their learning 

motivation. 
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Appendix A: Demographic Survey 

Please answer the following questions as honestly and accurately as possible. 

 

Please check only one. 

1. Gender  

Male. 

Female. 

Other. 

Prefer not to say. 

2. Year of schooling 

Freshman. 

Sophomore. 

Junior. 

Senior. 

 

Appendix B: Academic Motivation Scale – College (AMS-C 28) 

Using the scale below, indicate to what extent each of the following items presently corresponds 

to one of the reasons why you go to college. 

 

 Does not     

 correspond Corresponds Corresponds Corresponds Corresponds 

 at all a little moderately a lot exactly  

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

 

 

WHY DO YOU GO TO COLLEGE? 

  

 

 1.  Because with only a high-school degree I would not 

 find a high-paying job later on. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 

 

 2.  Because I experience pleasure and satisfaction 

 while learning new things.                                                  1         2         3         4         5         6         7 

 

 3.  Because I think that a college education will help me  

 better prepare for the career I have chosen. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 

 

 4.  For the intense feelings I experience when I am 

 communicating my own ideas to others. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 

 

 5.  Honestly, I don't know; I really feel that I am wasting  

 my time in school. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 

 

 6.  For the pleasure I experience while surpassing 
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 myself in my studies. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 

 

 7.  To prove to myself that I am capable of completing my  

 college degree. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 

 

 8.  In order to obtain a more prestigious job later on. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 

 

 9.  For the pleasure I experience when I discover 

 new things never seen before. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 

 

 10.  Because eventually it will enable me to enter the 

 job market in a field that I like. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 

 

 11.  For the pleasure that I experience when I read 

 interesting authors. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 

 

 12.  I once had good reasons for going to college; 

 however, now I wonder whether I should continue. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 

 

 13.  For the pleasure that I experience while I am surpassing 

 myself in one of my personal accomplishments. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 

 

 14.  Because of the fact that when I succeed in college 

 I feel important. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 

 

 15.  Because I want to have "the good life" later on. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 

 

 16.  For the pleasure that I experience in broadening my  

 knowledge about subjects which appeal to me. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 

 

 17.  Because this will help me make a better choice 

 regarding my career orientation. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 

 

 18.  For the pleasure that I experience when I feel completely 

 absorbed by what certain authors have written. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 

 

 19.  I can't see why I go to college and frankly,  

 I couldn't care less. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 

  

 20.  For the satisfaction I feel when I am in the process of  

 accomplishing difficult academic activities. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 

 

 21.  To show myself that I am an intelligent person. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 

 

 22.  In order to have a better salary later on. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 

 

 23.  Because my studies allow me to continue to learn about 

 many things that interest me. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 
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 24.  Because I believe that a few additional years of 

 education will improve my competence as a worker. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 

 

 25.  For the "high" feeling that I experience while reading 

 about various interesting subjects. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 

 

 26.  I don't know; I can't understand what I am 

 doing in school. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 

 

 27.  Because college allows me to experience a 

 personal satisfaction in my quest for excellence 

 in my studies. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 

 

 28.  Because I want to show myself that I can succeed  

 in my studies. 1         2         3         4         5         6         7 

 

Intrinsic motivation: Question 2, 4, 6, 9, 11, 13, 16, 18, 20, 23, 25, 27   

 

Extrinsic motivation: Question 1, 3, 7, 8, 10, 14, 15, 17, 21, 22, 24, 28 

 

Amotivation: Question 5, 12, 19. 26 
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